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Abstract  
The research field of this present thesis is the intersection between traditional authorities and 
traditional justice mechanisms in the context of post-conflict Sierra Leone.  
With an increase in civil wars in past decades, questions of how to deal with issues of post-conflict 
justice and reconciliation have moved to the forefront of the international development agenda.  
In recent years this field, known as transitional justice, has begun to move away from standardised 
approaches towards an increasing demand for contextually appropriate solutions, which take the 
cultures and traditions of the specific country into consideration. 
Generally termed ‘traditional justice mechanisms’, such approaches, which include a range of local 
practices from more or less formalised customary law to spiritual and religious justice and 
conciliatory practices, have thus generated much initial enthusiasm.  Recently, however, such 
mechanisms have also been subject to some critique, especially regarding the structures that they 
rely upon. 
In the West African country of Sierra Leone, traditional justice mechanisms have been known to 
rest on the authority of ‘traditional’ leaders such as local chiefs and leaders of secret societies, 
whose alleged exploitative exercise of authority was argued to be one of the root causes of a ‘crisis 
of youth’, which in turn has been seen as one of the underlying causes of the war. 
The question of this thesis is thus whether the use of traditional justice mechanisms in post-conflict 
Sierra Leone risks re-enforcing such structures of authority. 
In addressing this subject, the study employs a desk-top case study of the work on ‘traditional’ 
reconciliation in rural Sierra Leone by the International NGO Fambul Tok. The case-study is nested 
in a review of the literature on traditional justice mechanisms and transitional reconciliation. 
Through this review, the thesis has sought to first place the case within the theoretical field and the 
context of Sierra Leone and secondly to contribute to the development of the emerging field of 
literature on traditional justice mechanisms. Moreover, the thesis draws on contextual studies 
addressing the root causes of the war and the post-conflict context as well as theoretical discussions 
on the concepts of ‘public authority’ and ‘local arena’ as coined by Christian Lund and J.P. Olivier 
de Sardan, respectively. The latter concepts are employed to discuss how traditional authorities are 
able to exercise authority and through which processes they come to be viewed as legitimate. 
In conclusion the thesis argues that Fambul Tok relies on traditional authorities in the 
implementation of its programme and that it in some regards contributes to the reproduction and 
reinforcement of some of the marginalising structures that arguably were a root cause of the war. 
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It is further argued that the literature has been overtly focused on judicial aspects, and that it has 
neglected to a)critically look into the reconciliatory and ritualistic aspects of such mechanisms and 
b) to investigate how such mechanisms relate to wider issues of social justice. Accordingly, we find 
the following questions relevant to ask in future research: what is the underlying social order when 
people are being reconciled and community harmony is being ‘restored’, and who becomes the 
moral guarantors and upholders of this ‘social order’ when traditional justice mechanisms are 
employed? 
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1.0 Introduction 
Following the end of the Cold War, the world experienced an increase in civil wars, most of which 
took place in developing countries.  With whole societies left ravaged by years of fighting and 
populations divided by the war, a central question became how to build a future that was not 
haunted by the past (Hayner 2001:161). Among other things, this question led to a further 
development of the field now known as transitional justice (TJ). The concern of this field can 
broadly be described as, “that set of practices, mechanisms and concerns that arise following a 
period of conflict, civil strife or repression that are aimed directly at confronting and dealing with 
past violations of human rights and humanitarian law.” (Roth-Arriaza 2006:2). 
The main focus of TJ has been post-conflict justice and reconciliation, and with these two concepts 
in hand, TJ has over the past twenty years developed to include local, national and international 
criminal courts and tribunals, as well as truth and reconciliation commissions; victim reparations 
and memorials. (Shaw and Waldorf 2010:3).  
However, this ‘toolkit’ has increasingly been criticised for not being culturally and contextually 
adapted, representing a one-size-fits-all model based on a Western conceptualisation of justice and 
reconciliation (UNSG 2004; Mobekk 2005; Huyse 2008; Shaw and Waldorf 2010; Millar 2011; 
Mutua 2011). This critique has opened up a space for searching for complementary or alternative 
approaches that can account for the context in which justice and reconciliation are to be sought.  
 
In many African countries, and indeed many developing countries, there has been and still is a 
strong tradition of dealing with conflict resolution internally in the rural communities (UNDP 2006; 
Obarrio 2011; Sriram 2011). In a report from 2004, the then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
writes, “due regard must be given to indigenous and informal traditions for administering justice or 
settling disputes, to help them to continue their often vital role and to do so in conformity with both 
international standards and local tradition.” (UNSG 2004:12). This statement reflected an increased 
interest in the afflicted societies’ own traditions of conflict management and conciliation 
mechanisms generally termed ‘traditional justice mechanisms’ (TJMs)1. The term ‘TJMs’ covers a 
range of local practices, from more or less formalised customary law to spiritual and religious 
                                                 
1
 Several capacious terms have been appointed to such local mechanisms, for example ‘community-based justice 
practices’ (Park 2010) and ‘traditional informal justice mechanisms’ (Kerr and Mobekk 2007). However, the term 
‘traditional justice mechanisms’ seems to be the most recurring (Mobekk 2007; Huyse and Salter 2008; Senier 2008; 
Obarrio 2011), and thus is the term we have chosen to use. 
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justice and conciliatory practices (Sriram 2009; Shaw and Waldorf 2010). These various forms of 
local practices have, with their general orientation being towards both victim and perpetrator and 
their respective communities, generally been placed under a restorative approach to justice (Park 
2010:96). With their perceived focus on restoring relationships and social harmony (Huyse 2008), 
TJMs seemed to put reconciliation at the forefront, and by operating at the local level, they situated 
the process right in the heart of the communities affected by conflict. As such, they were initially 
met with excitement as they were deemed to have local legitimacy and to be culturally appropriate. 
Thus, they could also ensure a sense of local ownership of the transitional phase (Huyse 2008; 
Shaw and Waldorf 2010:15). However, with the increased focus on TJMs as TJ tools and the 
growing body of contextual research into such mechanisms, concerns about their applicability in 
relation to gross human rights violations began to be raised.  
Generally these mechanisms had not been designed to deal with gross human rights abuses, neither 
were they adapted to the gravity of the crimes often committed during civil war. Furthermore, many 
of these practices were biased against women, children and young people (Kerr and Mobekk 2007; 
Huyse 2008), which raised concerns amongst human rights activists. As such, a challenge that has 
received much attention concerning the use of TJMs in the wake of mass human rights violations is 
the balance between ‘international standards and local tradition’ (UNSG 2004). 
Gradually a critique has also been raised in regards to the very structures, of e.g. traditional 
chiefdom and customary courts
2
, which many TJMs build upon (Kerr and Mobekk 2007; Nagy 
2009; Obarrio 2011; Iliff 2012). These structures are in many African societies related to 
hierarchical structures based on lineages in which local authority is in the hands of the local elite 
(Kerr and Mobekk 2007; Obarrio 2011:37). Hence, while TJMs might be perceived to be culturally 
appropriate “they are nonetheless like any other legal system. That is, they are the reflection of 
prevailing constellations of power” (Nagy 2009:88). Nonetheless, the achievement of ‘social 
harmony’ through traditional practices of reconciliation has, in most cases, been considered to be 
the desired outcome, without much attention being paid as to what might be the cost of ensuring 
such ‘harmony’. 
 
 
                                                 
2
 Customary courts are a legacy of the colonial era present in some post-colonial countries and are thought to represent 
the ‘traditional’ laws of ‘tribes’ (Mamdani 1996).  In Sierra Leone today they are, however, overseen by the magistrate 
courts. 
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1.1 Introduction to the case 
The concern with re-establishing pre-war hierarchical structures through the use of TJMs becomes 
especially relevant in the case of Sierra Leone.  
The small coastal West African country lapsed into a civil war that lasted from 1991 to 2002.  The 
war, which was launched by an attack by the rebel army the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in 
1991, involved an estimated 100,000 combatants and claimed the life of over 50,000 people. 
Moreover, sources state that it displaced between several hundred thousand and a couple of million 
people both internally and externally (National Recovery Strategy 2002; Keen 2005; Sooka 2009).   
The war has later become known for the abduction of children and their forced participation in  
gross human rights abuses; the extensive sexual abuses of women, who were often forced to 
become bush-wives of combatants; and its cruelty against and mutilation of civilians (Sooka 2009; 
Stovel 2010). 
While several positions can be identified when it comes to the root causes of the conflict
3
, there is a 
broad range of scholars who argue that the civil war was a reflection of a largely rural ‘crisis of 
youth’ (Richards 1996, 2005, 2006; Jackson 2005; Keen 2005; Zhou 2009; Peters 2011; Boersch-
Supan 2012 amongst others). According to most of these, gerontocratic and exclusionary power 
structures in the rural parts of Sierra Leone resulted in a systematic repression of young people. 
Following the anthropologist Paul Richards, who is one of the main proponents of this argument, 
colonial rule, which had remained unreformed since independence, had created a system of local 
chiefs exploiting parts of the rural population, especially young men of low social status (Richards 
2005:588). This combined with an economic crisis and the ‘failing’ of the neo-patrimonial state, 
meant that large parts of the rural youth were argued to have had little or no opportunity of 
improving their situation (Richards 2005).   
The official transitional justice institutions inserted following the war where those of the Special 
Court of Sierra Leone (SCSL), Sierra Leone Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), and the 
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration programme (DDR). The official transitional 
process in Sierra Leone only relied marginally on TJMs. However, several grass-root initiatives 
using TJMs were initiated in response to a perceived failure of the national institutions to ensure 
reintegration and reconciliation in large parts of the country (Alie 2008; Park 2010; Shaw 2010; 
Millar 2011). The TRC did also include some traditional practices in their proceedings, having 
                                                 
3
 Opinions can be divided in to two main schools of thought within conflict causation: Greed and grievance (Richards 
2005).  
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‘traditional’ ceremonies performed by local leaders and chiefs, following the end of every district 
hearing.  Their argument for not fully embracing the traditional practices, however, was that they 
had received several complaints about traditional chiefs committing violations during the conflict 
for which they had not been held accountable. For this reason “the Commission has not felt entirely 
comfortable relying on traditional structures to help foster reconciliation” (TRC 2004:438). 
This argument, however, has not kept NGOs from relying on and promoting the use of TJMs in 
Sierra Leone
4
. The most extensive programme initiated to date is probably that of the international 
NGO Fambul Tok, which uses TJMs as tools of reconciliation. The programme was initially based 
on the cooperation between the American NGO Catalyst for Peace and the local NGO Forum of 
Conscience. In 2012 they formed the independent NGO Fambul Tok International - Sierra Leone 
(FTI-SL) with Sierra Leonean John Caulker as its Executive Director. 
 The name Fambul Tok means ‘family talk’ in the local language Krio, and the programme is 
thought to build on “ancient traditions of addressing issues within the safety of the family circle to 
make (…) communities whole again.” (fambultok.org/home).  
As such, the programme is considered to be a bottom-up approach to reconciliation based on the 
TJMs inherent to the communities where the organisation is working. The programme is considered 
by FTI-SL to be a fully community-based and owned programme, which consists of several 
initiatives aimed at reuniting the communities (fambultok.org/about-us). The central element of the 
programme is a two day event organised as a reconciliation ceremony in which both customary 
practices and spiritual rituals are employed with the purpose of bringing about communal healing 
(fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok).  
The programme was embarked upon in 2007 and has to date been implemented in five districts
5
, 
and FTI-SL has the ambition of eventually covering the entire country (Caulker 2012).   
  
1.2 Introduction to research area 
Due to the use of TJMs through grass-root initiatives in Sierra Leone and the pre-war tension 
concerning rural structures of authority and power, Sierra Leone presents a unique opportunity to 
investigate how the use of TJMs relates to the rural political arena.  
                                                 
4
 Amongst these NGOs can be mentioned Caritas, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Sierra Leone Red Cross, 
and a myriad of small local NGOs (Park 2007; Alie 2008). 
5
Namely Kailahun, Kono, Koinadugu, Moyamba, and Bombali (Caulker 2012). 
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The concerns raised in TJM literature have mainly been related to issues of justice, and as such, 
TJMs’ potential and pitfalls as reconciliatory mechanisms have not been the subject of much 
scrutiny. 
Accordingly, it becomes relevant to see how a large-scale organisation like the FTI-SL, which has 
reconciliation as its explicit goal, relates to traditional structures of authority. Does the programme 
reproduce pre-war conditions by relying on traditional authorities or does it seek to actively 
transform traditional justice mechanisms and their structures to suit new challenges and conditions? 
 
Another question that arises concerning TJMs is the very concept of ‘tradition’. The initial 
excitement for TJMs has been criticised for not paying due attention to global influences on such 
mechanisms and the structures on which they are built (Alie 2008; Huyse 2008; Obarrio 2011). The 
argument goes that as any society will inevitably respond to local, national and global changes, 
traditional mechanisms will likewise adapt, transform or disappear entirely as a consequence of new 
contexts. The question is, then, how the discourse of tradition is deployed by Fambul Tok and 
whether the organisation takes into account how such traditions might have changed throughout 
history, not least how the conflict in Sierra Leone might have affected these mechanisms? 
Furthermore, it could be asked how Fambul Tok juggles its various roles and audiences as an INGO 
employing ‘traditional’ mechanisms? Can it manage to be considered legitimate by the local 
population while simultaneously engaging in an international discourse of justice and 
reconciliation?  
 
TJMs as a transitional justice tool is considered to be a relatively new area of research. Thus, it is 
relevant to ask whether the literature on TJ and TJMs in particular proves theoretically adequate in 
analysing how the programme Fambul Tok relates to local structures of authority, and likewise 
whether a case like the Fambul Tok can provide new insight into the field of TJMs and transitional 
justice, and thus help to highlight new aspects? 
 
1.3 Research question 
Based on the above, the cardinal question that guides this present thesis is: 
 
 
Working (mæfwemfæ  (questions 
In what ways does reconciliation and traditional justice mechanisms as applied by Fambul Tok 
relate to traditional authorities in the local arenas of rural Sierra Leone and how does this correlate 
with the argued exploitative exercise of authority by traditional institutions as one of the root 
causes of the conflict?  
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1.3.1 Working Questions 
The following sub-questions become relevant in answering our cardinal question, and will be 
addressed through the different chapters of the thesis: 
a) How can local hierarchies and traditional authorities in rural Sierra Leone be understood as having 
contributed to the ‘crisis of youth’ and thereby also the war. 
 
b) How did the war and post-war political reform affect local hierarchies and the authority of 
traditional institutions in rural Sierra Leone?  
 
c) Which central debates can be identified within the literature on traditional justice mechanisms in 
Africa? Moreover, can general assumptions concerning TJMs then be identified through these 
debates? 
 
d) How was justice and reconciliation sought to be achieved in Sierra Leone following the war and 
how were these initiatives received by the rural population? 
 
e) How does Fambul Tok incorporate public authorities in its work, and what are the possible 
consequences of this incorporation?  
 
f) How do the types of reconciliation identified in the literature apply to the case of Fambul Tok, and 
how does Fambul Tok’s approach to reconciliation relate to and possibly reproduce traditional 
structures of authority? 
 
g) How can the work of Fambul Tok be situated within the literature on traditional justice mechanisms 
generally and specifically in regards to the TJMs of rural Sierra Leone? 
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2. 0 Methodology 
In this chapter we will outline the methodological framework of the thesis. We will start by 
describing our research strategy. From there we will present the theoretical framework. Then we 
will present our considerations in regards to data collection and the primary and secondary sources 
used. Finally, we will discuss main delimitations and clarify key concepts used. 
 
2.1 Overall research strategy 
The main approaches applied are those of the case study and the literature review. As we shall argue 
throughout this section, these approaches have been chosen, because we find that by ‘nesting’ (cf. 
Silverman 2010:326) our case in a review of the theoretical literature and the context of TJMs in 
Sierra Leone, we may be able to give an estimation of how our case fits the broader context of 
TJMs theoretically and contextually in Sierra Leone.  
Following Bent Flyvbjerg (2006), the production of exemplars, i.e. cases, is necessary for the 
development of new scientific disciplines (ibid:219). Accordingly, the case-study approach may be 
well-suited for embarking on a relatively new research-field. Moreover, the literature review means 
that our case may also be used to reflect on the theoretical literature and highlight gaps and 
overlooked topics. As such, our case may be defined as ‘instrumental’ in the sense that it is 
examined in order to provide insight into the larger field of TJMs (Stake 2000:139). 
  
In regards to the ‘literature review approach’, this implies that instead of focusing on one or a 
couple of theorists, we have, in most instances, chosen to provide an overview of the fields of 
reconciliation and TJMs as these are theorised within TJ. 
In the style of a standard literature review (cf. Rasmussen et al 2006:70; Silverman 2010:318-327), 
our theoretical chapter aims to give an overview of ‘what is already known’ about the subject, 
including the central concepts and theories found in the literature; the key debates amongst scholars, 
and subsequently what then appears to be majority or mainstream views. Accordingly, our literature 
review approach is used to provide us with the concepts and relationships that are ‘checked’ against 
the actual data in the analysis of the case (cf. Strauss and Corbin 1990 in Silverman 2010:319). In 
the analysis of the case, we have furthermore been inspired by Gearoid Millar (2011) and Rosalind 
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Shaw’s (2007a) use of  Anna Tsing’s metaphor ‘friction’6 and have sought to pay attention to how 
seemingly universalistic discourses may be interpreted in local Sierra Leonean contexts. In the 
following discussion chapter, we seek to establish whether there are “theoretical and conceptual 
deficiencies and knowledge gaps in relation to the problem being worked with”, which is also 
considered a key trait of the literature review (Rasmussen et al 2006:70).  
 
2.1.1 Case selection 
A purposive strategy has been applied in choosing a case which has allowed us to seek out settings 
where ”the processes being studied are most likely to occur” (Denzin and Lincoln 1994 in 
Silverman 2010:141). 
Considering our interest in the intersection between public authority in rural local arenas and TJMs, 
Sierra Leone becomes a relevant case (cf. 1.0). In fact, Sierra Leone may arguably be considered an 
extreme case in the sense that traditional institutions have already been known to exercise authority 
in an ‘unjust’ way7. Thus, it becomes interesting to see how these institutions will intersect with 
TJMs. Furthermore, Sierra Leone may also be considered an atypical case when seen in the light of 
other civil wars in the post-cold war era, since the war did not have an ethnic or religious
8
 
dimension (Stovel 2010). As argued by Laura Stovel (c.f. 4.2), this fact may increase the need for 
community-based reconciliation approaches such as the one of Fambul Tok. Whenever possible, we 
have furthermore focused on the South-Eastern parts of Sierra Leone, since this was the area where 
the war started and where the majority of the fighters derived from (cf. Humphries and Weinstein 
2004; Richards 2005). Moreover, as argued by Richards (2005), the preconditions creating the root 
causes of the war were arguably strongest in this area of Sierra Leone, as we shall elaborate on in 
chapter 3. This focus means that we primarily have been concerned with the practises of the Mende 
ethnic group, which is predominant in that area.   
According to Flyvbjerg, “atypical or extreme cases often reveal more information because they 
                                                 
6Shaw describes the metaphor ‘friction’ as such: “It is only through the ‘sticky’ grip of material engagement, then, that 
transitional justice and its universalizing concepts – impunity, accountability, truth, justice – assume concrete form as 
institutions and mechanisms that move from one part of the world to another. The ‘stickiness’ of their practical 
implementation, however, can dissolve, unmake and remake what ‘transitional justice’ actually is and how it works.” 
(2007a:187). 
7
 While we do not exclude that this is also the case in other countries, what makes Sierra Leone special is that the 
awareness of such unjust structures of authority has been very explicit; As such, the Sierra Leone TRC, in their final 
report, mentioned a disgruntled youth as a root cause of conflict (TRC 2004), while RUF fighters mentioned autocracy 
and corruption as an argument to start a ‘rebellion’ (Richards 2005:576).  
8
 As argued by the Sierra Leonean Truth and Reconciliation Commission in its final report (TRC 2004), ethnicity and 
religion did play a minor role during the war. However, none of the scholars reviewed find ethnicity or religion to be a 
main factor in the war. 
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activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied” (ibid:229).  
However, the downfall of choosing an extreme case, we would argue, is that it may have a bias 
towards verification of the assumptions and hypotheses underlining the study. 
Two of the main assumptions underlining this study are 1) that reconciliation through TJMs is 
connected to and rely upon traditional institutions and structures of authority and 2) that suppressive 
structures of authority was one of the root causes of the conflict.  
In this regard, it should be noted that while the analysis of the case in combination with the 
literature review may be used to place the case in a broader context and point to gaps in the 
literature, the more specific findings can obviously not be generalised to other cases. Nonetheless, 
we would argue that we may use the findings from our case to discuss whether similar processes 
could be likely to apply in other cases that involve the use of TJMs as a transitional tool. 
Having chosen Sierra Leone as the case-country, the choice of Fambul Tok was based on criteria of 
access and scope. As mentioned previously, Fambul Tok appears to be the largest actor using TJMs 
in Sierra Leone, and accordingly their work will affect the largest group. Furthermore, Fambul 
Tok’s work has also received international recognition9, which means that its work may reach an 
even larger scope in the future.  More importantly, however, Fambul Tok was chosen because it 
was the most well-documented case available, thus allowing us as much access (cf. Stake 2000) as 
possible without the means of fieldwork.  
 
2.2 Theoretical framework 
The thesis draws on two main theoretical frameworks. One is the framework of transitional justice, 
in which the theories on reconciliation and traditional justice mechanisms are situated. The other 
theoretical framework focuses on issues of public authority, local arenas and pre-war structures of 
authority and thus deals with the part of the research question that addresses the issue of root causes 
of the war and how these intersect with Fambul Tok’s work. 
The theoretical field of TJ can be placed within a broader field of theories dealing with post-conflict 
societies and fragile states. A main focus within this broader field of literature is on the rebuilding 
and reform of structures and institutions. Seen in this context, the field of TJ distinguishes itself by 
                                                 
9
 In 2010 the organisation, in cooperation with journalist Sara Terry, made a documentary about its programme. The 
film received great attention and has won several awards (www.fambultok.com, 07-11-2012). Further, Fambul Tok 
writes that it has “recently been called to contribute to reconciliation conversations (…) [in] Liberia and Guinea (…) 
Zimbabwe, Uganda, Cambodia, and the Philippines.” (Fambul Tok 2010:33). 
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concentrating on societies dealing with, and moving on after, crimes against humanity and grave 
violations of human rights. It should be noted, however, that our approach to the TJ literature does 
not focus on strictly judicial issues. Rather, it understands the field from the cross-disciplinary field 
of international development studies, which incorporates elements of political science, sociology 
and anthropology.  
As explained, we have applied a literature review approach in our dealing with the field of TJ. 
Accordingly, we have deployed a wide range of scholars, which it would be too extensive to 
mention here. In regards to the second theoretical framework, the key scholars and concepts drawn 
on have been Christian Lund (2006) and his conceptualisation of ‘public authority’ in local political 
arenas in Africa and Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan (2011) and his concept of the local arena.  
Considering our cross-disciplinary approach to investigating our research question, we have thus 
chosen not to do take our departure within a specific theory of science. 
That being said, we do however approach the concepts and terms used throughout the thesis from a 
post-structuralist stance. While we shall refrain from an in-depth account of the many implications 
of this, we will briefly mention that concepts such as e.g. culture and tradition are accordingly 
perceived to be historically and socially constructed (Rasborg 2004:349). As such, they are not 
static. Rather, they may be considered “(…) a terrain on which there takes place a continual struggle 
over meaning(s)”10 (Storey 2006:xvi-xvii). 
   
2.3 Sources 
In the following we will present some of the main sources and scholars used in the thesis as well as 
some of the limitations connected to these sources. 
 
2.3.1 Primary sources 
The primary sources used for the analysis are Fambul Tok’s webpage, the documentary film about 
Fambul Tok (2010), its annual report from 2010, and articles written about Fambul Tok by its 
founders John Caulker and Libby Hoffmann.  
All of these sources have the limitation that they cannot be said to be ‘independent’ descriptions of 
Fambul Tok and its work, and they arguably contain a bias towards a positive presentation of 
Fambul Tok. Moreover, these sources seem to be directed at an international rather than a local 
                                                 
10
 While the quote refers to ‘culture’ we will argue that the same can be said about tradition. 
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audience and may thus be perceived as speaking into internationalised rather than local discourses 
of reconciliation. Nonetheless, the film, articles and website have given us a plethora of relevant 
scenes and statements to analyse. For instance the film includes scenes from what appear to be 
‘authentic’ and ‘unstaged’ ceremonies, rituals and community programme meetings, as well as 
interviews with participants and Fambul Tok’s founder, John Caulker. Further, we have contacted 
Executive Director of FTI-SL John Caulker and asked him a few questions that we have not been 
able to find the answers to elsewhere in Fambul Tok’s material. Here due considerations as to the 
phrasing of precise, but also open and non-leading questions have been taken (cf. Brinkmann & 
Tanggaard 2010). Alas, we have not received an answer from Caulker (23-11-2012). 
 
2.3.2 Secondary sources 
A general rule for selecting secondary literature has been to rely on the work of a broad range of 
scholars that are widely recognised and commonly referred to in the context of Sierra Leone. 
Further, emphasis has been given to scholars who have conducted fieldwork for extensive periods 
of time in Sierra Leone. This strategy has been employed because we would argue that scholars that 
have field-based knowledge may be able to provide more nuanced descriptions of the context. In 
order to minimise biases, we have, moreover, as much as possible sought to use the original piece of 
research rather than relying on the interpretations of field data done by other scholars.  
 
2.3.2.1 Secondary sources dealing with Fambul Tok 
The amount of secondary literature available dealing with Fambul Tok is relatively scarce. Most 
notable is the work by sociologist Laura Stovel, who has written a PhD (2006) about the 
reconciliation process in Sierra Leone. In the book (2010) based on her PhD, she includes an 
epilogue in which she reflects on her observations during one Fambul Tok ceremony and interviews 
from another area, where the ceremony has also taken place.  
Lynn S. Graybill (2010) has also conducted fieldwork on Fambul Tok’s work. However, her work 
does not present a critical perspective. Furthermore, we have drawn on two master theses (Taylor-
Smith 2009; Kovac 2012), both of which include field-based descriptions of Fambul Tok’s 
ceremonies. Andrew R. Iliff (2012) offers a primarily desktop comparative study of Fambul Tok 
and similar TJM-initiatives’ deployment of the concept of ‘tradition’, which has served to reaffirm 
some of the observations we make in the analysis. Augustine S.J. Park (2010), who deals with 
restorative justice and TJMs more generally in Sierra Leone, also makes brief references to the 
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work of Fambul Tok. Alongside the academic sources, we have also drawn on e.g. journalistic news 
articles about Fambul Tok, most of them originating from Sierra Leonean and international 
newspapers. These sources have been used to get an impression of how Fambul Tok has been 
received in Sierra Leone and have primarily been used as background knowledge. 
In order to find answers to some of the questions not discussed in the literature, we have 
furthermore contacted Laura Stovel over e-mail (cf. appendix 2). Here the same considerations 
mentioned in regards to the e-mail to Caulker have been taken. 
 
2.3.2.2 Secondary sources used for chapter 5 
In the description of the TJ process in Sierra Leone, a number of studies have been drawn on, all of 
which are based on fieldwork in Sierra Leone. Amongst others, we use Rosalind Shaw’s (2005; 
2007a; 2007b; 2010) study of the local reception of the TRC and the DDRP as well her studies on 
truth-telling and rituals. Gearoid Millar (2011) has conducted a similar study, which also deals with 
local cultural dynamics and their impact on the perception of the Sierra Leonean TRC. Tim Kelsall 
(2005) and Laura Stovel (2006; 2010) have also conducted fieldwork on the reception of the TRC. 
The work of these scholars has provided us with interesting perspectives on how standard TJ tools 
might be perceived in a Sierra Leonean context
11
. 
In regards to data on the use of TJMs in Sierra Leone, this has been relatively scarce. Stovel has 
written a little about it (2008), while Sierra Leonean historian Joe D. Alie (2008) and Park (2007; 
2010) have written generally on the subject, thus providing us with some overview of the use of 
TJMs in pre- and post-conflict Sierra Leone. The biggest source of information, however, has been 
a large-scale study commissioned by the TRC and carried out by the Sierra Leonean NGO 
Manifesto ’99 in 2002. This study describes in detail the various TJMs practices within customary 
and secret society law among the ethnic groups in Sierra Leone. While this study appears to be very 
thorough, using a large amount of informants and various methodologies, it also draws on the 
notion that paramount chiefs and tribal headmen are “the custodians of the tradition of their people” 
and thus they were used to “fine-tune the data” (Manifesto’99 2002:12). These quotes can be 
interpreted as if the chiefs were to some extent allowed to censor the findings. Moreover, the report 
offers a somewhat instrumental description of the practices carried out and does not seem to reflect 
                                                 
11
 Kelsall, Shaw and Millar base their conclusions on fieldwork conducted in Northern Sierra Leone. However, they 
also argue that their findings will have relevance more broadly in Sierra Leone. 
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on the implications of these practices. Nonetheless, we have used the study for its factual 
descriptions of TJMs in Sierra Leone.  
 
2.3.2.3 Secondary sources used for chapter 3  
In the description of the historical background of the war, we primarily draw on qualitative, field-
based, ethnographic studies. This is, firstly, because we felt that the research question called for in-
depth, contextual, and qualitative data. Secondly, not many quantitative studies have been available. 
One exception is the large study conducted by Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy M. Weinstein 
(2004), which provides demographic data on the background of ex-combatants and findings on their 
motivations for joining the war. 
The main qualitative sources have been studies conducted by anthropologists Paul Richards (1996; 
2004; 2005; 2006) and Richard Fanthorpe (2001; 2006; 2007), both of whom have been conducting 
fieldwork in Sierra Leone for an extended number of years. Other studies drawn on are those of the 
TRC final report vol. 1-4 and Paul Jackson (2005). In regards to Sierra Leonean history, we have 
primarily employed the studies of Sierra Leonean-born Professor of International studies Earl 
Conteh-Morgan and historian Mac Dixon-Fyle (1999), Christopher Clapham (1976, 2001), and 
William Reno (1995). Concerning the post-conflict processes, we have drawn on a number of 
studies all dealing with rural societal structures and the status of the so-called ‘crisis of youth’ in 
post-war Sierra Leone. Among these should be highlighted the fieldwork based studies by 
Fanthorpe & Maconachie (2010); Krijn Peters (2011); Johanna Boersch-Supan (2012); and finally a 
quantitative study by Paul Richards et al (2011). 
 
2.4 Delimitations 
In this section we will provide a brief outline of the most important delimitations. 
 
2.4.1 Fieldwork 
As mentioned previously, there is a scarcity of critical secondary literature on our case. 
Accordingly, the most significant limitation has therefore been that we have not been able to 
conduct our own fieldwork. By conducting participant observation and interviews in one of the 
communities Fambul Tok is operating in, we might have been able to observe amongst other things 
the processes through which Fambul Tok’s programme intersects with the authority of traditional 
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leaders. In an accommodation of this limitation, we have, as mentioned, communicated with Laura 
Stovel over email.  
To conduct fieldwork was not possible for us for personal reasons. However, we find that the lack 
of fieldwork can also be justified by the following arguments. 
From previous experience with fieldwork in local arenas in Uganda, we have found that it can take 
a relatively long time in terms of preparation, the actual fieldwork, and the analysis of the data, to 
properly understand what goes on, especially in contexts where one is not familiar with the cultural 
codes. Moreover, an in-depth understanding would arguably have been a precondition if the 
fieldwork was to provide us with key insights that we could not have obtained otherwise. 
Subsequently, to include fieldwork would have meant less focus on the theoretical elements of the 
thesis and thus possibly have impeded our ability to contribute to the emerging field of TJMs. 
 
2.4.2 Limitations in regards to the literature in chapter 3 
In regards to the literature on the causes of the conflict in Sierra Leone, we find it necessary to 
highlight the following limitations. First it should be mentioned that in line with our research 
question, we have chosen to focus on the literature that views the war as primarily being the result 
of an agrarian crisis of the rural youth in combination with the economic crisis and ‘breakdown’ of 
the state. This explanation enjoys support amongst many scholars, albeit some sources stress the 
impact of the crisis at the national level more than that at the local level (cf. TRC 2004). However, 
very different explanations for the war are also put forward, but we have refrained from referring to 
these in detail. E.g., Robert D. Kaplan (1994) focuses on the war as a prototype of a new type of 
savage wars that will torment some developing countries due to factors such as scarcity, crime, 
overpopulation, tribalism, and disease, while Paul Collier & Anke Hoeffler (1999) understand it as 
driven by greed for the country’s most valuable resource, diamonds.  
In this regard, it should be noted that we find the greed vs. grievance dichotomy in regards to 
conflict causation somewhat simplistic. Rather, we would argue in line with Roger MacGinty and 
Andrew Williams (2009) that wars often will be caused by a combination of factors, some 
stemming from greed, others grievance. Moreover, since wars include many actors at a multitude of 
levels, motivation for participating in a conflict may vary from actor to actor. Hence, several 
explanations, some including greed, others grievance, may be more or less valid at the same time. 
This notion is supported by the fact that several sources argue that diamonds, while not a root cause, 
served to fuel and sustain the conflict (cf. TRC 2004; Keen 2005). However, given the fact that 
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most scholars appear to argue in favour of the grievance school, and, secondly, given our research 
question’s focus on rural structures of authority, we have found it prudent to study this school in the 
most detail. Furthermore, we have aimed to highlight some of the disagreements amongst scholars 
in order to counteract any bias towards verification. 
 
2.4.3 Literature in regards to the literature on reconciliation 
The fields of e.g. psychology and philosophy doubtlessly have many theoretical perspectives on 
reconciliation which are not reflected in the TJ-literature, some of which could have added new 
perspectives to the analysis of our case. However, given the limited scope of the study and our 
interest in investigating reconciliation as seen from the point of view of TJMs, we have chosen to 
concentrate on theories of reconciliation as they are presented within the context of TJ literature. 
 
2.4.3.1 The impact of war in regards to reconciliation  
The research interest of this thesis focuses on traditional approaches to reconciliation and how these 
relate to the root causes of the war in Sierra Leone. As such, the thesis does not directly address 
how, following a brutal civil war, reconciliation attempts need not only address ‘root causes’, but 
also the impacts such as traumas and hostilities following the deeds committed during the war. 
 
2.5 Conceptual clarifications  
Throughout the thesis we will offer clarifications of the various concepts used. Nonetheless, there 
are some concepts referred to continuously that are not the main objects of study. Accordingly, we 
will offer a clarification of these here. 
 
Tradition: Following Andrew R. Iliff (2012), we define tradition as “a canon of autochthonous 
praxis, that is, a set of authoritative practices whose legitimacy proceeds from chthonic ideas of 
locality and indigenous origin. Hence, for example, a ‘traditional’ chief is legitimate insofar as he 
(…) successfully deploys symbols and practices that are recognized as authoritatively and 
historically indigenous by those within his community” (2012:4). Given our post-structuralist 
perspective, we further view traditions as social constructs, and as such we understand ‘traditional’ 
practices as dynamic and subject to struggles over meaning. This point will be further elaborated in 
section 4.4. 
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International community: Within this thesis the term ‘international community’ refers to the sum of 
states and international organisations that have the potential to influence the development of Sierra 
Leone. 
Local arenas: Drawing on Oliver de Sardan (2011), we use the term local arena to describe the 
space in which different actors and institutions, in this case including Fambul Tok, Chiefs, Secret 
society, and local officials, all exercise some form of authority, whether it be in a competitive or 
complementary way (ibid:29-30).  
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3.0 Traditional authority and root causes of the war 
It is a widely posed argument that one of the primary underlying causes of Sierra Leone’s civil war 
was a so-called ‘crisis of youth’12 (e.g. Richards 1996; 2005; 2006; Jackson 2005; Keen 2005; Zhou 
2009; Shaw 2010; Peters 2011; Boersch-Supan 2012).  
According to the above scholars, the war may be interpreted as the revolt of youth, who, due to 
gerontocratic and exclusionary hierarchies in the local rural arenas and abject poverty caused by the 
‘collapse’ of the neo-patrimonial Sierra Leonean state, were easily mobilised for warfare. In line 
with our research interest, this chapter therefore seeks to elaborate on and scrutinise this school of 
thought. 
The chapter is structured as follows. First, we will give a brief introduction to the main lines in 
Sierra Leone’s history leading up to the war. Second, we present Christian Lund’s thoughts on 
public authority in the local arena, which we draw on in the following sections on rural hierarchies, 
chiefdom authority, and secret societies. Following that, we will briefly present the main events of 
the war. From there, we will turn our attention to the local societal structures, how these were 
affected by the war, and how post-war political reforms influenced these. Finally, we will sum up 
the key points of the chapter. 
In continuation of the above, the chapter aims at answering working questions:  
a) How can local hierarchies and traditional authorities in rural Sierra Leone be understood as 
having contributed to the ‘crisis of youth’ and thereby also the war? 
b) How did the war and post-war political reform affect local hierarchies and the authority of 
traditional institutions in rural Sierra Leone? 
 
3.1 Overview 
Sierra Leone is located on the coast of West Africa bordering Liberia to the Southeast and Guinea 
to the Northeast. It has an estimated population of 5.5 million, out of which 875,000 reside in the 
capital Freetown (CIA World Factbook). 
Ethnically, the country consists of 14 groups with the Temne in the North (35 pct.) and the Mende 
                                                 
12
 Note that Richards generally uses the term ‘an agrarian crisis’. However, his arguments mainly deal with rural youth. 
Moreover, while some scholars find the war to be ignited by a crisis of urban ‘lumpen’ youth (cf. Abdullah 2004), the 
above generally subscribe to the rural school. Furthermore, while some proponents of the ‘urban’ and the ‘rural’ schools 
seem to view the two explanations as mutually exclusionary (cf. Richards 2005), Clapham stresses that “the broad 
picture they present [the two explanations in combination] is (…) both coherent and convincing.” (2001:8). Boersch-
Supan (2012) also draws on both explanations. 
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in the South (31 pct.) as the most populous groups. Another notable group is the creole Krio in 
Freetown (Manifesto ’99 2002; Jackson 2005; CIA World Factbook).  
Approximately 60 pct. of the population are Muslim, 10 pct. are Christian. Large parts of the 
population also hold animist beliefs either exclusively or concurrently with Islam and Christianity 
(Jackson 2005; Manifesto ’99 2002:4; CIA World Factbook). Sierra Leone is the 11th poorest 
country in the world, and almost half of the population is occupied within subsistence agriculture. 
Since the 1950s, revenues from diamonds have been the biggest source of hard currency earnings. 
(CIA World Factbook).  
 
3.2 A brief history of Sierra Leone leading up to the war  
The first written accounts of Sierra Leone occurred in the 1460s, when Portuguese traders reached 
the coast. What met the traders at this time was a territory settled into small kingdoms ruled by 
kings, warlords and other big men
13
 (Conteh-Morgan & Dixon-Fyle 1999:22). With the arrival of 
Europeans, slave trading was introduced
14
 in Sierra Leone, which served to perpetuate inequality, as 
domestic slave-keeping became increasingly popular.  
During the following centuries more Europeans reached Sierra Leone, and trading intensified. In 
Europe, however, slavery became increasingly unpopular and thus it was decided to relocate a 
group of freed African-American slaves in Freetown. This group, which was later joined by freed 
local slaves, came to be known as the Krio (Clapham 1976; Conteh-Morgan & Dixon-Fyle 1999).  
The Freetown-settlement was to be independent and self-governed at the outset. However, this soon 
changed. In 1806, the peninsula of Freetown was declared a Crown Colony by the British and in 
1896, the native kings were inveigled into signing a treaty, which allowed the British to turn the rest 
of Sierra Leone into a British protectorate
15
 (Conteh-Morgan &Dixon-Fyle 1999: 40). Although 
joined by the colonial government in Freetown, the protectorate and the colony were largely 
governed as separate entities, in which a native administration ruled the interior, in line with the 
colonial method of ‘indirect rule’ (cf. Mamdani 1996), a subject which we shall return to in section 
3.4.2. The two entities were joined in 1951 when a new constitution was drafted (Clapham 1976; 
                                                 
13
 The term identifies political office holders, war leaders, and other men of wealth and influence (Conteh-Morgan & 
Dixon-Fyle 1999:13). 
14
 Scholars disagree as to the extent of domestic slave-keeping in Sierra Leone before European influence. According to 
Conteh-Morgan & Dixon-Fyle (1999:20), slavery was present, but the extent grew and the conditions worsened with 
European influence. 
15
 According to Mamdani, “Colonies were territories of European settlement. In contrast, the territories of European 
domination – but not of settlement – were known as protectorates” (1996:17). 
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Jackson 2005).  
The post-colonial period, which began in 1961, was characterised by a gradual centralisation of 
power and resources in Freetown and an increasingly authoritarian, neo-patrimonial system of rule 
(Richards, 1996; Clapham, 2001; Jackson, 2005; Keen, 2005; Stovel, 2006 amongst others)
16
. 
According to Richards, Sierra Leone was governed in a patrimonial way, in which patrons 
redistributed resources as marks of personal favours to followers, who responded with personal 
loyalty to their leader, rather than the institution the leader represented (1996:35).  As such, the 
country could arguably be considered a classic case of ‘neo-patrimonialism’ in which a patrimonial 
rule existed alongside the ‘modern state’ institutions of a legal-rational bureaucracy (cf. Reno 1995; 
Médard 1996; Clapham 2001). 
The 1980s saw an economic and institutional crisis, which led to abject poverty and a breakdown in 
the provision of public services, especially in rural areas (Keen 2005; Kieh 2005; Richards 2005). 
This disproportionally affected those in the South-East near the Liberian border far from the capital, 
where service provision declined most drastically. Furthermore, the group affected most of all were 
the rural youth at the bottom of the patron-client networks, who due to the crisis also had lesser 
possibilities in terms of jobs and education (Richards 1996; Peters 2011; Boersch-Supan 2012). As 
we shall argue later in this chapter, these conditions intersected with the argued exploitative 
exercise of public authority by rural chiefs and thus served to marginalise large parts of the rural 
youth, who in turn became more easily mobilised for warfare. 
 
3.3 Public authority in local arenas 
In the following we will briefly discuss the main points made by Christian Lund in regards to the 
exercise of public authority in local arenas in Africa. This is done in order to give us a theoretical 
framework through which we can discuss public authorities in a Sierra Leonean context. 
According to Lund (2006), ‘public authority’ or ‘the state qualities of governance’, which he 
defines as, “being able to define and enforce collectively binding decisions on members of society“, 
does not belong to government institutions exclusively. Rather it is shared by a series of institutions 
whose power, relevance and legitimacy vary depending on context, thus giving the concept of the 
‘state’ a fluid and negotiable quality (Lund 2006:685-686).  
Among these non-government or ‘semi’-government institutions that compete for public authority, 
                                                 
16
 Note that some of cited scholars refer to the political system as patrimonial rather than neo-patrimonial. Following 
Médard (1996), we find it to be a neo-patrimonial system due to existence of modern state institutions. 
 26 
 
Lund mentions religious institutions, NGOs, associations and traditional institutions such as the 
chieftaincy. He refers to these institutions, which exercise public authority without being part of the 
‘official’ state, as twilight institutions (ibid:686-687). 
In order to understand how public authority can be exercised by twilight institutions, Lund 
differentiates between the state as a system, i.e. the tangible government institutions, such as the 
administration, the judiciary and the police, and the state as an idea, i.e. “what is generally expected 
to make up the state” (Abrams 1988:82 in Lund 2006:685). 
He elaborates that “the idea of the state is formed as a combination of people’s everyday encounters 
with representatives of the state and its representations, (…) in stories of crime and corruption, in 
the news and in private debates about these stories” (Blundo and Sardan 2001a; 2001b in ibid:689). 
What gives force to the idea of the state is the ‘language of the law’ and its ability to make 
distinctions between for instance citizens and non-citizens (ibid:689). 
In order for an institution to claim public authority, it may refer to the idea of the state in a variety 
of ways, which usually intersect. It may among other things draw on the formal language of the 
state and stately symbols such as registers and official documents. By doing this, an institution can 
seek recognition from the state, thereby bolstering its own authority.  
Paradoxically, many institutions seek credibility in the local arena by defining themselves in 
opposition to the state, while simultaneously depending on the idea and ‘recognition’ of the state in 
order to ensure their authority. Thus “public authority seeks to manifest itself in an ambiguous 
process of being and opposing the state” (ibid:689). 
The matter of authority is closely linked to legitimacy. In order to exercise authority, an institution 
has to be perceived as legitimate. Simultaneously, the act of exercising authority is in itself a claim 
to legitimacy.  
Although what is perceived as legitimate will inevitably vary between cultures and across time, 
Lund finds that there are some common denominators which generally seem to work as 
legitimatising factors in local arenas in Africa. Among these are ‘the local’ as opposed to the 
‘outside’ or the national level as well as history, tradition, territory and belonging (Lund 2006:693- 
694).  
Lund also highlights the interdependence between authorities and their populace. Referring to an 
example of chiefs getting paid to issue property certificates, he explains how this interaction serves 
to recognise the authority of said chiefs to issue certificates, while simultaneously recognising the 
membership and rights of their populace ensured by such a certificate (Lund, 2006: 696).   
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3.3.1 Hierarchies of the rural local arena 
Scholars generally emphasise the patrimonial, interdependent, and marginalising hierarchies that 
pervaded rural Sierra Leone in the period up to the war (e.g. Fanthorpe 2001; Ferme 2001; Richards 
2005; Shaw 2010; Stovel 2010). 
In a much cited ethnographic study of a rural Mende community conducted in the 80s, Mariane 
Ferme (2001) emphasises the predominance of patron-client relationships and how “everyone must 
be accounted for by someone else - everyone must be linked in a relationship of patronage or 
clientship” (ibid:106).  
According to Ferme and also Richards (2005), this phenomenon is a legacy of domestic slavery, 
which was widespread until abolished by the British in 1927. After the ban, slavery continued in 
‘thinly disguised forms’ (Grace 1977:415), transformed into other forms of dependency in which 
patrons married slave women and incorporated them and their relatives into large polygamous 
families. As such, Ferme argues, chiefs and other big men were able to extend their power by 
“being offered women in marriage or children in fosterage, by families eager to become connected 
with them”. These clients became a source of labour for the big men (2001:171), who in turn had 
the responsibility of providing for their dependents (ibid: 110). 
This predominance of linage-based patron-client relationships appears to have been perpetuated by 
the advent of colonialism, which served to reinforce what Fanthorpe calls an ‘extreme localization 
of criteria of belonging’ (2001:372). When gaining control over the Protectorate in 1896, the British 
chose to recognise the ‘customary’ rights to e.g. land of so-called leading17 families.  According to 
Richards et al (2004), these ‘leading’ lineages held hereditary rights to land passed down via the 
patrilineage, while non-leading lineages only held ‘de facto’ rights to land secured by good relations 
with the leading families and from having stayed in an area for a prolonged period of time. As we 
shall elaborate on in the following section, rural chiefs thus came to hold great authority as 
custodians of local land. 
So-called strangers, i.e. people not born in that particular area, did not hold rights to e.g. land, but 
could be adopted by an area and achieve rights if perceived as valuable (Richards 1996; Manning 
2009). If not, they were forced to engage in a client-relationship with one of the leading families 
(Richards et al 2004:6). 
Also in recent times, positions of authority have generally been given to men from leading families 
                                                 
17
 Richards et al (2004) use the terms ‘ruling’ and ‘leading’ families somewhat interchangingly (ibid:2-3).We have 
opted to use the term ‘leading’ in order to limit confusion. 
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of a certain age. Although women could in some (rare) cases obtain positions of leadership, the 
societal hierarchies were generally recognised as gerontocratic and patriarchic (Shaw 2010; Peters 
2011; Boersch-Supan 2012). While elders made most of the decisions, young people were expected 
to contribute with their labour. Youth crossed the brink to adulthood when they married and were 
able to farm as head of a family. The subsequent position as ‘elder’, however, was acquired not only 
with age, but also with reference to position, family and wealth, and thus was not obtainable to all 
adults. Accordingly, some men were locked in the ‘youth’ category well into their 40s due to lack 
of status, while other men of more wealth and better lineage were recognised as elders at a 
relatively young age (Boersch-Supan 2012:31). This marginalisation of youth was further 
perpetuated by customary authority and secret societies as we shall elaborate on in the coming 
sections. 
 
3.3.2 Chiefdom authority in rural Sierra Leone 
Chiefdoms were introduced with the advent of the Protectorate in 1896 and arguably remained 
mostly unreformed until the war. 
While the British ruled at the top tiers of government – the districts and the colonial government in 
Freetown - chiefdoms were the primary units of government in the protectorate and were headed by 
paramount chiefs. These had supposedly been recruited amongst the ‘traditional’ chiefs and kings of 
pre-colonial Sierra Leone (Conteh-Morgan & Dixon.Fyle 1999). This notion is questioned by 
scholars
18
, however, who note how a revolt in 1898 lead to the bigger kingdoms being chopped into 
smaller units and to some pre-colonial rulers being replaced with big men of a more ‘pliant’ nature 
(Clapham 1976; Jackson 2005). 
This form of ‘native’ administration was known as ‘indirect rule’ (cf. Mamdani 1996), and it 
allowed the chiefs a large amount of self-government in exchange for loyalty towards the colonial 
masters (Conteh-Morgan & Dixon-Fyle, 1999: 44; Jackson 2005:53; cf. Mamdani 1996). In this 
regard it was a classic case of ‘institutional bifurcation’, in which a small group of ‘civilised’ 
people, in this case the Krios in Freetown, enjoyed full citizenship, while the inhabitants of the 
protectorate only obtained rights as subjects of tribally defined native authorities (Mamdani,1996; 
Fanthorpe, 2001:368). 
Paramount chieftaincy was restricted to members of ruling families, the position was for life, and 
                                                 
18
 Jackson notes that the paramount chiefs were recruited amongst “those who were recognised by the British as having 
signed a treaty [at the time of the declaration of the protectorate] and those created after the Hut Tax War of 1898. In 
other words, paramount chiefs are only traditional in so far as the British labelled them as such” (2005:53). 
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the chiefs were elected by a council of ‘tribal authorities’ consisting of elders and other notables 
from the chiefdom (Barrows 1976). Each chiefdom was divided into sections, over which section 
chiefs presided; and villages, which were led by village chiefs and head men (Jackson 2005:54). 
The primary task of the chiefdom administration was to maintain law and order as defined by the 
customary laws.  These covered everything from access to land to local marriage laws (Mamdani 
1996:50; Richards 2005), and as the customary laws were not codified and the work of the chiefs 
rarely supervised, the chiefs were left with the ability to both define and execute the customary laws 
as they saw fit. Accordingly, as customary authorities, they held the authority to administer and 
define the customary rights of their subjects, including the access to land (Fanthorpe, 2001:368). 
Moreover, chiefs could collect revenue in the form of local taxes and fines and demand “forced 
labour and impose sanctions on those challenging their chiefly authority” (Reno 1995:37-38)19. 
Reforms in the 1930s and 40s served to democratise elections and diminish the authority of the 
institution somewhat. However, with the joining of the protectorate and the colony in 1951, 
paramount chiefs gained new clout as political brokers, who could ensure the support of the 
hinterland in national elections (Clapham 1976; Fanthorpe 2001).  
Consequently, the post-colonial era saw little reform of customary authority. In fact, it was arguably 
strengthened. Most notable was the abolishment of local councils in 1972, instated by the British in 
1942, and a legal change, also in 1972, which ensured the right of paramount chiefs to distinguish 
between natives, who held customary rights to e.g. land in the chiefdom and non-natives, who did 
not (Fanthorpe 2001).  
 
3.3.2.1 Chiefs as a root cause of war? 
According to Richards (2005), the conditions described above meant that the practices of colonial 
chiefs had been ‘frozen in time’. 
Exerting their right to demand ‘communal’ labour and to levy fines, the chiefs made youth from 
non-leading families work for them by way of communal labour demands or paying off a fine or a 
‘bride service’. E.g., if a young man wanted to marry or was found guilty in committing adultery 
with one of the many wives of a ‘big man’, he had to work for free in order to pay of the dowry or 
the adultery fines. Consequently, these youth were neither able to control their labour or to marry 
and thus were locked in the youth category (cf. Borsch-Supan 2012). Avoiding these injustices 
meant leaving their chiefdom of birth and thus becoming strangers (Richards 2005). 
                                                 
19
 Reno does not elaborate whether it was all levels of chiefs that had these rights or only some levels of chiefs. 
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Richards’ arguments have been the subject of critique from Fanthorpe (2006) and Sawyer (2008). 
According to Fanthorpe, some of Richards’ claims are exaggerated and based on an uncritical 
reproduction of the statements of (ex-)combatants (Fanthorpe 2006:36-45). In response, Fanthorpe 
stresses how rural dwellers preferred the authority of the chiefs to that of distrusted stately 
institutions. Chiefs, he argues, were seen as ensuring the customary rights of their subjects, as this 
also served to legitimise the chiefs’ own customary authority (cf. Lund 2006). Briefly reviewing the 
critique, we find, first, that the fact that chiefs were preferred to a highly corrupt bureaucracy of a 
failing, inaccessible state can hardly be seen as proof of their popularity. Second, Fanthorpe does 
not address the fact that chiefs generally may have been benevolent towards some of the stronger 
groups at the chiefdom level, whose rights they did ensure, and exploitative towards others, e.g. the 
marginalised youth. On the other hand, we find that Richards’ argument may pay too little attention 
to the fact that according to Ferme (2001), patrons were generally expected to provide for their 
clients and not only exploit them.  
In conclusion, we note that it is hard for us to assess whether some of Richards’ claims may have 
been based on misinterpretation, or whether, as argued by Fanthorpe elsewhere, the economic crisis 
of the 1980s made chiefs and other big men unable to provide for their clients in the way they used 
to (Fanthorpe & Maconachie 2010) and thus – our argument - more dependent on levying fines, 
which in turn made their subjects less willing to tolerate the exploitation of their labour. 
 
3.3.3 Secret societies 
Secret societies are ancient West African cultural institutions that possess great religious and 
political influence as twilight institutions at both the local and national level.  
The authority of the societies has endured into recent times and extends as far as national level 
politics. Locally, their authority is intertwined with that of paramount chiefs, who in most cases act 
as leaders and patrons of the local division of the society, leading the initiation rituals of the 
society
20
 (Fanthorpe 2007).  
Thus, following Lund (2006), the chief and the societies can be said to mutually reinforce one 
another’s authority, investing the other with respectively traditional and political authority and 
legitimacy. 
The societies are led by local elders generally stemming from leading lineages (Richards et al 2004; 
                                                 
20
 According to Clapham (1976) and Richards et al (2004), this interconnection is most predominant in the North 
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Fanthorpe 2007), and thus, we find it could be argued that the secret societies serve to reinforce 
patriarchal and gerontocratic hierarchies.  
Most rurally based Sierra Leoneans are members of secret societies, the predominant societies being 
Poro for men and Sande for women
21
 (Richards et al 2004; Fanthorpe 2007). 
The societies are seen as the link between the spiritual and the earthly world and as channeling and 
controlling spiritual powers, many of which are captured in masks and artefacts (Fanthorpe 2007). 
Their primary role is to regulate sexual identity and social conduct.  
Members are initiated when reaching puberty via rituals through which they are taught the roles and 
obligations of men and women, respectively
22
 (Fanthorpe 2007). Traditionally, they have also 
played a role in regards to conflict resolution and justice mechanisms at the local level (Manifesto 
’99 2002), a subject which we shall return to in Chapter 5. 
As the name implies, secret societies are known for their ‘secrecy’. Hence, their rituals and 
meetings take place at hidden locations in the bush and members are not allowed to speak about the 
doings of the society with non-members. This fact has limited the research on the societies 
according to some researchers (Jackson 2005; Sriram 2011)
23
.  
Richards et al (2004) note that Poro law is a force to be reckoned with in rural societies, perhaps 
due to respect for the society’s alleged magical powers (Millar 2011:186) and supposed influence 
on the after-life of its subjects (Fanthorpe 2007). Richards et al further find that: 
 “Poro (…) fines and sanctions are steeper and generally more feared than those of the customary 
courts. Failure of young men to provide ‘communal labour’ (obligatory work) is sometimes 
construed as a ‘bush’ case, attracting strong sanctions” (2004:9).   
Jackson furthermore states that it is “commonly asserted that critical governance issues have been 
decided by the secret societies rather than in the chiefdom councils.” (2005:105). Alas, he does not 
elaborate on this point.  
According to Fanthorpe (2007), the power of the societies was so that it was arguably impossible 
for politicians to be elected without the support of the Poro society showing they were ‘sons of the 
soil’ (ibid:10). Summing up, it is thus argued that the societies continued to hold a large degree of 
influence both politically and socially in regards to regulating social conduct in the period leading 
                                                 
21
 Due to our geographical focus, we have chosen to focus exclusively on Poro and Sande, which are predominant in the 
South. 
22
 The women being taught how to be good wives and mothers – or the wives of leading men –the men how to be 
leaders and fighters (Fanthorpe, 2007). 
23
 In contrast to this claim stands the work of the Sierra Leonean research collective Manifesto ’99 (2002), which has 
published an extensive report on the secret societies. 
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up to the war. Furthermore, the secret societies have served to reinforce gerontocratic and 
patriarchal structures and perhaps – we would argue - also to reinforce ‘the extreme localisation of 
criteria of identity and belonging’ (cf. Fanthorpe 2001:372). 
 
3.4 The war 1991 – 2002 
In March 1991 a group of a few hundred guerrilla fighters from the Revolutionary United Front 
(RUF) entered Eastern Sierra Leone from Liberia (Keen 2005). 
Frustrated by the failure of governance at the time and headed by the aggrieved former Sierra 
Leonean army corporal Foday Sankoh, the RUF aspired to oust the central government, and, some 
sources argue, gain control over the country’s diamond fields (Stovel 2010:309). 
Initially, the RUF held some popular support among for instance the rural poor of Eastern Sierra 
Leone due to its anti-elitist message (Stovel 2008:309). Support diminished with time in response to 
the many atrocities committed against civilians, which forced the RUF to adopt a guerrilla tactic of 
abducting its combatants and fighting in the bush (TRC Vol. 2 2004:9). 
Approximately 100,000 fighters are estimated to have taken part in the war, which consisted of four 
main factions (Richards 2005); the RUF, the national Sierra Leonean Army (SLA), which initially 
was the RUF’s main opponent, the Civil Defence Forces (CDF), a collective of various militias - 
some of which mobilised by secret societies - who were concerned with defending their 
communities against the RUF (Clapham 2001), and the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council 
(AFRC), which became the political and military partner of the RUF (TRC Vol. 2 2004:9-10). 
No less than three peace agreements were signed by the RUF and the Sierra Leonean government, 
the final one being the Lome Peace Agreement of 1999. In effect none of the parties kept the 
conditions in the agreements (Lamin 2003:298), and accordingly the war was not declared over 
before January 2002 with the help of ECOMOG-forces
24
, UN, and British Special Forces (BBC 
webpage on Sierra Leone). 
Internationally, the war came to be known for its coke-fuelled child soldiers and its gross human 
rights violations. While the majority of violations were attributed to the RUF, the final report of the 
TRC emphasises that ‘gross violations of human rights and international humanitarian law’ were 
                                                 
24
 Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group – a West African peacekeeping force established in 
1990. 
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committed by all warring factions at all stages of the conflict (Vol. 2 2004:9-10). The report further 
states that,  
“[The war] destroyed individual lives, families and communities, people’s belief systems and 
cultural heritages. Traditional and community meeting spaces and institutions were demolished and 
desecrated. People were forced to commit sacrilege against symbols of their religion or faith. 
Certain groups like property owners, chiefs, figures of traditional authority and representatives of 
government institutions were targeted on the basis of revenge, economic appropriation (…)” (TRC 
Vol. 2 2004:10). 
In total, more than 60 out of 149 paramount chiefs died during the war. Some were killed, some 
died of natural causes, while a large part of the surviving chiefs had gone into exile in Freetown 
(Zhou 2009:xix). 
Worst hit were the Eastern districts of Kailahun, Kono and Kenema, which had been occupied by 
the RUF during most of the war. E.g., in Kailahun District, a staggering 80 percent of shelters are 
claimed to have been destroyed (National Recovery Strategy 2002:60). 
 
3.5 Post-conflict Sierra Leone and the ‘crisis of youth’: Problem solved? 
In the following we will present the post-conflict context of rural Sierra Leone in which Fambul 
Tok has been operating since 2008
25. This will be done by first sketching out the ‘institutional 
landscape’26 and secondly by reviewing recent studies that assess the status of the ‘crisis of youth’.  
From 2000, the customary institutions, which in most cases had not been functioning during the 
war, began to be reinstated (Richards et al 2004), after which they appear to have remained largely
27
 
unreformed since the war (Richards et al 2011:343-344). 
Following international pressure, a local government reform was embarked upon in 2004-8, which 
resulted in 19 new democratically elected district and municipal councils. These also supply 
chairpersons for development committees at the ward level (IBIS 2012). The councils have, at least 
formally, served to reduce the authority of chiefdom authorities. However, the relationship between 
the councils and the chiefdoms has not been sufficiently clarified, leading the chiefdoms and 
                                                 
25
 Accordingly, we will not address the immediate post-conflict context in this section. 
26
 A current report from the Danish INGO IBIS (2012) has been drawn on as a way of securing updated information on 
Sierra Leone’s decentralisation process. The views presented in the report are in line with academic literature on the 
subject and appear relatively unbiased.  
27
 Note for instance that the biggest change in the Chieftaincy Act of 2009 is the fact that the National Election 
Committee now is responsible for making sure that chieftaincy elections are conducted in a ‘fair and transparent’ 
manner (Chieftaincy Act 2009: 9). 
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councils to compete for legitimacy and power (Zhou 2009; Manning 2009). As such, the councils 
are responsible for service delivery in a number of areas, a task which was previously centralised. 
However, the councils are impeded by a lack of funds and human resource as well as the fact that 
chiefs continue to collect taxes (Zhou 2009; IBIS 2012). Moreover, despite post-war efforts to 
rebuild rule of law-institutions such as the police, surveys show that chiefs are still considered the 
most accessible, and often the only, authorities in rural areas, and that they are generally more 
trusted than other government institutions, which may reflect the general distrust and weak presence 
of state institutions (Sawyer 2008; Manning 2009; Boersch-Supan 2012). In regards to the authority 
of secret societies, Fanthorpe (2007) as well as Peters (2011) note that while persecuted during the 
war, these appear to have gained in strength and are increasingly involved in ‘overt political 
activity’ (Fanthorpe 2007:14). 
Moving on, we will turn to whether the war and the post-war period have changed the conditions 
that led to the ‘crisis of youth’.  
Paul Richards has investigated this issue on several occasions and appears fundamentally sceptical 
(e.g. Richards et al 2004). In his latest quantitative study, where he analyses a large number of 
adultery cases from local courts in the remote Gola forest area of South-Eastern Sierra Leone from 
2000-10, Richards et al (2011) conclude that rural disputes over marriage continue to mark out “an 
incipient class divide in isolated rural communities (…) Disputes mainly involve a village elder 
suing a young man with weak social protection. Fines are exceptionally high and mostly paid off in 
the form of coerced farm labour” (Richards et al, 2011: 339). However, as this study is carried out 
in a remote area, we find it a matter of discussion whether these findings can be generalised to less 
isolated parts of Sierra Leone. 
On a more optimistic note, field-based studies by Ryann Elizabeth Manning (2009), Krijn Peters 
(2011) and Johanna Boersch-Supan (2012) emphasise how youth now make out the majority of the 
population, which gives them a strength in numbers. Furthermore, they claim, the ‘human rights 
discourse’ of post-war interventions has helped youth achieving an ‘awareness’ of their rights as 
well as a language through which to address injustices (Boersch-Supan 2012).  Peters (2011) 
concludes that while some of the challenges of the pre-war period still exist, the war has helped 
draw attention to both the problems and agency of youth: 
 “[A]fter the war, the younger generation (…) returned to their devastated villages often well before 
the more-established members (…). As a result (…) [they] now challenge the privileges of the 
chiefs and elites” (Ibid:147-148).  Moreover, the many youth who fought for the CDF were so 
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popular that they sometimes “became a threat to the chiefs’ authority” (ibid). 
This suggests that the war may have led to changes in local hierarchies in some areas. Boersch-
Supan (2012) elaborates that the post-conflict context is characterised by ‘changes and continuities’ 
in which youth try to challenge the authority of elders and chiefs, who in turn employ counter-
strategies in order to keep their power. Boersch-Supan notes how the support for youth associations 
has meant that youths in some areas now are responsible for organising communal labour and thus 
are improving the conditions of this labour, while simultaneously challenging the authority of the 
chiefs in this domain. 
On the basis of a field-based case-study and literature review, Fanthorpe and Maconachie (2010) 
also emphasise how the post-war period has seen a dramatic rise in e.g. youth associations, many of 
which are aided and/or initiated by NGOs. However, while this arguably has led to some 
empowerment (Boersch-Supan 2012), many of these youth organisations are co-opted by existing 
elites or enmeshed in local patronage politics. Furthermore, youth representatives in associations 
and local government bodies are often elected from chiefly families. Accordingly, “ power and 
resources ultimately lie with those (…) who held elite positions before, whether in the realm of 
business, traditional authority or during the war” (Boersch-Supan 2012:37). Fanthorpe & 
Maconachie (2010) state that they find little to suggest that: “post-war associational life in Sierra 
Leone is departing significantly from earlier (…)modalities” (Ibid:262) and thus reach a similar 
conclusion. 
 
3.6 Summing up  
In the first part of this chapter we sought to answer working question a). 
Throughout the chapter we have shown how chiefdom authorities have held great authority as the 
custodians of the customary rights of their subjects, e.g. access to land. This authority has been 
upheld from the indirect rule of colonial times through to post-colonial times, due to their power as 
political brokers and the predominance of patron-client relationships, and has allowed customary 
institutions the authority to, among other things, control the labour and marriage prospects of 
marginalised, rural youth. Arguably, rural Sierra Leoneans have recognised the authority of the 
chiefs, because this in turn has meant recognition of their own customary rights (cf. Fanthorpe 
2001; Lund 2006). The authority of chiefs has intersected with that of secret societies, which have 
served to further reinforce patriarchal and gerontocratic hierarchies in the local arena. The 
centralisation of the state and the economic crisis of the 1980s further served to limit the prospects 
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of rural youth and made it more difficult for some ‘big men’ to uphold their patron-status. 
 
In answering working question b), we arrive at the following answer: after the war, the customary 
institutions remain essentially unreformed and still enjoy great authority in rural arenas. The advent 
of district councils may have diminished the authority of traditional institutions somewhat. 
Nonetheless, these still lack capacity. 
As argued by Manning (2009), Peters (2011) and Boersch-Supan (2012), events during the war, as 
well as the ‘human rights discourse’ and an increased focus on and support to youth associations, 
may have served to ‘empower’ the youth somewhat. However, as the conclusions of Fanthorpe & 
Maconachie (2010) and Boersch-Supan (2012) show, it may take more than the formal inclusion of 
youth in local governance and associations to change ‘earlier modalities’ (cf. Fanthorpe & 
Maconachie 2010). Moreover, as hinted at by Boersch-Supan, a focus on youth as a homogenous 
category may risk overlooking that this group also encompasses the hierarchies of leading and non-
leading families found in the population as a whole. 
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4.0 The theoretical field of transitional justice  
This chapter has the overall aim of presenting transitional processes of justice and reconciliation in 
post-conflict societies as these are discussed within the literature of the field, so as to form an 
analytical tool with which we can analyse our case, the Fambul Tok.   
First, we will present the field of transitional justice, its development and main discussions, so as to 
sketch out the field in which both reconciliation and traditional justice mechanisms will be placed.    
Next, we will turn to the concept of reconciliation. As we shall explain in chapter 6, Fambul Tok 
works with reconciliation on an individual and community basis. Furthermore, the organization's 
work is based on reconciliation through acknowledgement and forgiveness. Accordingly, these are 
the concepts we will explain most thoroughly in this section. Moreover, the section touches on the 
relationship between reconciliation and social justice, which is of central concern to our research 
question. 
Following this, we will take a brief look at the discussion of retributive justice vs. restorative 
justice. Although some scholars encourage the debate to move beyond this dichotomous 
understanding of justice, it is nevertheless still very much alive within debates concerning the 
importance of justice and reconciliation respectively and their relation to one another in post-
conflict societies. Moreover, it also guides many of the debates concerning TJMs within the 
international community as will be discussed in the following section.   
This section will mainly function as a presentation of the research done into the field of TJMs. As 
TJMs by nature are locally and culturally specific, most scholarly work within this specific field is 
context-oriented. Nonetheless, there are several points to be found that move across context, and 
they are the main object of this section. Drawing out the central debates concerning TJMs, we will 
use these to analyse our case and to see how the case relates to the debates within the field. Thus, 
this enables us to keep a critical perspective on our case.  
 
Finally we will sum up the main points of the chapter. 
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4.1 Transitional justice broadly defined 
The recent interest in TJMs for both academics and practitioners alike has to be seen within a wider 
field of what has become known as ‘Transitional Justice’ (TJ).  
A call for justice in the aftermath of conflict or war is by no means a new phenomenon (cf. Roth-
Arriaza 2006). However, as previously described, the political landscape up to and following the 
end of the cold war saw a dramatic turn as authoritarian regimes across the globe found it 
increasingly difficult to sustain power, and the number of civil wars increased. At the same time the 
international community was getting more and more involved, mainly through the UN. In turn this 
also meant that justice following conflict became a matter of international interest. 
TJ was from its outset a process in which newly established civilian governments or transitional 
governments, often with the help of the international community, sought to (re)build or strengthen 
democracy and the rule of law within the state (Mindzie 2009:114). The main objects of TJ are 
generally to seek accountability for past violations of human rights and humanitarian law, 
preventing the conflict from reigniting and establishing justice measures that reach into the future of 
the country. However, how to achieve justice and reconciliation, and what forms of justice are to be 
inserted, and in which order, poses several dilemmas and the general agreement is that there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution (UNSG 2004; Lutz 2006; Sooka 2009; Sriram 2009).  
 
4.1.1 The development of transitional justice 
According to Ellen Lutz (2006), TJ has undergone two phases. The first generation “focused on 
cases involving transitions from military dictatorship, or discriminatory or authoritarian regimes, to 
democratically elected civilian governments.”(ibid:326). Within first generation TJ, the central 
dilemma seemed to be how to balance justice and peace. With the transition from repressive or 
authoritarian regimes to civilian governments, the concern was that enforcing justice by holding 
leaders accountable for their crimes risked destabilising an already fragile transition (Roth-Arriaza 
2006). Instead, amnesty and establishing the truth of the past became the main tools, and truth 
commissions “gained force as a ‘second best’ option where trials were deemed too destabilising” 
(Roth-Arriaza 2006:3). Truth-seeking in the first generation of TJ was installed mainly because the 
killings and torture committed by the repressive regimes happened in secret.  
Today, over 25 truth and reconciliation commissions have been implemented in post-conflict states 
(Quinn 2009), and as the name implies, reconciliation has become an integrated aim. A subject of 
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ongoing debate is whether truth-seeking through these commissions is to be considered as second-
best to trials and whether truth has been in exchange for justice. 
Nonetheless, the ‘right to know the truth’ has become well established to the extent that it is part of 
international law (Méndez 2006).  
Amnesty, like truth-seeking, according to Lutz (2006), was another tool used in first generation TJ. 
However, during the late 1980s a global human rights culture emerged in which the fight against 
impunity was seen as both a moral and political imperative (Huyse 2008:2). Today, most advocates 
of TJ therefore advise against amnesty (Huyse 2008:2; Hayner 2009).  
 
The Balkan and Rwanda conflicts in the 90s marked a new phase, or according to Lutz, a second 
generation, that involved “transitions from armed conflict to uneasy peace” (Lutz 2006:326). 
The growing emphasis on retributive justice through tribunals as the primary way to fight impunity 
saw itself manifested in 2002 through the establishment of an International Criminal Court (ICC) 
(Huyse 2008:2). The main concern of the ICC was, in accordance with the international justice 
trend, that: 
“those responsible for the most serious crimes be held accountable in accordance with international 
norms and principles [and that] there can be no amnesty for serious crimes, such as war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, genocide, and gross violations of human rights” (Villa-Vicencio 2009:63).  
In recent years the debate has thus moved from justice vs. peace to a general acceptance that this 
dichotomy is oversimplified (Sriram 2009). TJ and peacebuilding are by most practitioners and 
scholars today not perceived as mutually exclusive, but as integrated parts of the process in post-
conflict societies (Park 2010). However, debates as to how best to ‘break the cycle of violence’ are 
still ongoing and have been complemented with an ever growing focus on reconciliation as a prime 
basis for securing a peaceful future. 
 
4.2 Reconciliation 
As mentioned above, reconciliation has in the past decade(s) become an integrated part of post-
conflict processes (Hamber &Kelly 2009:287). As such, it is now a central aim of truth and 
reconciliation commissions all over the globe. Simultaneously, it has moved from the individual 
level to political and policy arenas (Hamber & Kelly 2009:289-290) and is by some understood as 
the ultimate goal of peace-building (Lederach 1997:24). 
Nonetheless, the term still suffers from a lack of conceptual clarity, which is perpetuated by the fact 
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that the TJ community is yet to settle on any one particular definition (Borer 2006; Hamber & Kelly 
2009:286; Quinn 2009:5; Stovel 2010:9). In fact, it has been argued that the “term has been used so 
loosely that it has been rendered almost meaningless” (Stovel 2010:9) 
Moreover, reconciliation is a morally loaded concept which may be understood from a range of  
paradigms. A religious paradigm may emphasise “the rediscovery of a new individual through 
moral reflection, repentance, confession, and rebirth” (Hamber & Kelly 2009:293), while a 
therapeutic approach focuses on the healing of individual victims and the restoration of broken 
relationships (Borer 2006:32). Adding to that, a human rights perspective will stress the regulation 
of social interaction through the rule of law. Finally, an intercommunal understanding might focus 
on bridging divides between different cultures and identities (Hamber &Kelly 2009:293). 
Despite this plethora of perspectives, some common denominators can be identified. Broadly 
speaking, the majority of sources find reconciliation to be a question of (re)building relationships 
after some form of conflict (Kriesberg 2001; Lederach 2001; Govier 2009; Hamber & Kelly 2009; 
Quinn 2009; Stovel 2010). Another common denominator is that most of the reviewed scholars 
argue that reconciliation may be perceived as a process with several levels and stages rather than an 
outcome, although some scholars argue that it can be both (cf. Bloomberg 2003).  
Another general agreement is that reconciliation may take place at state, national, group, 
community, and individual levels etc. (e.g. Dwyer 2003; Stovel 2010). However, as Fambul Tok 
primarily works with reconciliation between individuals and between individuals and their 
communities, this is what we will focus on. 
According to Stovel, reconciliation between individuals and their communities
28
 is crucial in a case 
such as Sierra Leone’s. This, Stovel argues, is due to the nature of Sierra Leone’s civil war. In 
ethnic or religious wars, people are often divided into self-contained blocks, where those who attack 
the ‘enemy’ are considered heroes. After the war, people may live in separate ethnic or religious 
communities with no contact to the opposing group. In the case of Sierra Leone, however, 
perpetrators, victims, and bystanders were not divided into separate communities, and accordingly 
they had to live side by side. This, Stovel argues, makes the “successful reintegration of the 
thousands, who were implicated in, or suffered from, past crimes” especially important (ibid:25). 
The fact that people have to live side by side after the conflict may also serve as a factor which may 
help to facilitate reconciliation, Stovel claims, since “mutually interdependent activities (…) may 
                                                 
28
 Stovel (2010) differentiates between reconciliation between individuals and reconciliation between individuals and 
communities and argues that the latter is the most relevant in Sierra Leone. Fambul Tok does not, however, seem to 
separate the two, accordingly neither have we. 
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force people to acknowledge a relationship”, which can be understood as a precondition for 
reconciliation (ibid:37). Another argument frequently put forward is that reconciliation is a process 
with several stages. Accordingly, many of the reviewed scholars distinguish between minimal and 
deeper stages of reconciliation. Theorists generally term the minimal stage as coexistence, which is 
characterised by conflicting parties being able to live side by side without fighting each other, 
although they might still hate or distrust one another (Crocker 2003; Huyse 2003; Hamber & Kelly 
2009). Stovel (2010) calls this rational reconciliation, which is concerned with agreements and an 
imagined shared future. With time people may, although not in all cases, move on to a deeper stage 
of reconciliation, Stovel calls this ‘sentient’ reconciliation and declares that it is felt rather than 
rational. While scholars do not use exactly the same terms, it appears to be a general view that this 
kind of reconciliation is characterised by feelings of trust, confidence, the healing of relationships 
(Govier 2009; Stovel 2010), and empathy (Huyse 2008). 
 
4.2.1 Mainstream approaches to reconciliation 
While most reviewed scholars seem to subscribe to the view that “understanding and addressing 
localized dynamics is an important part of the reconciliation process” (Hamber & Kelly 2009), 
scholars also often supply some ‘universal’ tools that are deemed essential (cf. Lederach 2001; 
Huyse 2003; Stovel, 2010). 
Accordingly, the idea that acknowledgement, truth-telling and (less so) forgiveness are crucial in 
‘deep’ reconciliation processes has become an established ‘truth’ with few critics29 (cf. for instance 
Lederach 2001; Dwyer 2003; Govier 2003; Hayner 2003; Quinn 2005; Hamber & Kelly 2009). 
Consequently, these principles have guided many TRCs worldwide, including the one in Sierra 
Leone (cf. chapters 4, 5) as well as the work of Fambul Tok.  
Conceptually, this approach is argued to be rooted in religious and therapeutic understandings 
(Borer 2006:32), and the ‘ideal’ version of the model is as follows: Both perpetrator and victim tell 
their story followed by expressions of remorse and apology by the perpetrator. The victim accepts 
the apology, forgives the perpetrator, and as a part of this process both parties experience a sense of 
healing (Verword 1999 in Borer 2006:32). In the following we shall critically assess these steps and 
the assumptions that underline them. 
 
 
                                                 
29
 For a critique of this approach, turn to Rigby (2001). 
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4.2.1.1 Reconciliation and acknowledgement 
According to the philosopher Trudy Govier (2003), there is a difference between knowing 
something and acknowledging it. Speaking mostly about the inter-personal perspective, she 
explains how a person may know intellectually that he or she has hurt another person. However, 
instead of acknowledging it, that person may choose to deny or ignore it. In order to acknowledge 
something, Govier argues, it is required that we first admit and avow it to ourselves or, depending 
on the subject at hand, declare it to other people (ibid:70). 
This is necessary, she argues, as acknowledgement may be considered a precondition of positive 
change (Quinn 2005:1). E.g., in order to resolve a problem, one must first acknowledge that the 
problem exists. As Govier argues: “Only a person who acknowledges [something] will attempt to 
overcome it; and admitting a failure to those who have suffered from it indicates to them that one is 
separating oneself from what was done and is resolved not to do it again” (2003:71). 
While acknowledging wrongdoing may be difficult for the perpetrator, because it confronts him or 
her with feelings of guilt, it is important for victims to be granted acknowledgement. This, Govier 
argues, is due to the fact that when serious wrongdoings are committed against a person or a group, 
it relates a message of lack of moral worth, because the victim is treated as if he or she does not 
count (ibid:84). A lack of acknowledgement adds to the injury by indicating that the perpetrators 
“condone the wrongs and do not care about the baneful results” (ibid:85). Accordingly, it is to deny 
the victim “dignity and recognition” (ibid:86). To receive acknowledgement, on the other hand, is 
to “receive confirmation, validation, of one’s dignity and status as a human being, and a moral 
being of equal worth” (ibid:85). 
While not being very specific, she furthermore ads that to have that acknowledgement granted in 
public or have it recognised by a public body such as a TRC may add to the healing power 
(ibid:66). 
Moreover, acknowledgement becomes essential in building or rebuilding a relationship between the 
two parties, because, as Govier argues “if others deny or ignore events that have been fundamental 
in shaping our experience, we will be unable to stand in an honest and constructive relationship 
with them” (ibid:86). Adding to that, she claims that acknowledgement offers ‘soothing’, ‘relief’ 
and a basis for more ‘trusting relationships’ (ibid:86; Quinn 2005). 
Joanna Quinn broadens the argument and claims that acknowledgement,  
“while difficult, must be undertaken in order to realize any kind of success in moving forward after 
a period of mass violation of human rights. It is a key ingredient, a necessary but not sufficient 
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condition, in reckoning with the past, both on an individual level and in the context of societal 
recovery” (2005:5). 
From the above we might conclude that acknowledgement is assumed a central part of sentient 
reconciliation with its focus on building or rebuilding relationships characterised by trust (cf. 
Stovel, 2006).  
However, acknowledgement in a post-conflict context is not without complications. The theory 
seems to imply that ‘wrong-doing’ is a straightforward matter in which perpetrator and victim can 
be clearly defined. However, in a post-conflict context such as Sierra Leone’s, some combatants 
may find that what he or she did was justifiable and thus should not be acknowledged as a 
wrongdoing. In other cases a perpetrator may confess the deed, but not admit moral responsibility, 
claiming that he or she was forced. In response to this, Govier introduces partial acknowledgement 
and compromised acknowledgement. As Govier argues, partial acknowledgement may sometimes 
be unavoidable in the sense that wrongdoings may be forced or based on honest mistakes etc. 
Nonetheless, many cases of partial acknowledgement are compromised acknowledgement. In 
compromised acknowledgement the wrongdoer expresses a “mixed message in which there are both 
elements of acknowledgement and elements of denial” (ibid:82). This mixed message is likely to be 
‘confusing and painful’ and to add insult to injury due to its insincerity (ibid:83).   
Although Govier points to several forms of acknowledgement, her understanding of the concept 
arguably builds on the assumption that there exists a truth, from which the sincerity and truthfulness 
of an acknowledgement can be judged. However, as several critics have pointed out, especially in 
regards to truth and reconciliation commissions, the truth might not be as simple as that (Roth-
Arriaza 2006:4-5). Borer, following Wilson (2001), argues that we may essentially distinguish 
between two forms of truth. One is factual or forensic truth, which is a legal and scientific form of 
truth, for which we can put forth evidence. For example, we may be able to prove that it was indeed 
the ex-combatant who cut off the arm. The second form of truth Borer terms a narrative or 
‘personal’ truth. This truth relates not so much to the factual aspects of an incident, but rather its felt 
qualities (Wilson 2001 in Borer 2006:32). Alas, Borer is not very specific in regards to what is 
meant by the term ‘narrative truth’, which seems to be a rather broad category of ‘soft’, non-factual 
truths. Nevertheless, we find the differentiation useful because it highlights the fact that the term 
‘truth’ can refer to more than merely factual accounts to which everyone must agree.  
Apart from being an integrated part of the conceptualisation of acknowledgement, truth or truth-
telling has also, within transitional reconciliation, been thought of as an important element due to its 
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assumed cathartic qualities (Roth-Arriaza 2006). The assumption is that by re-telling a story and re-
living the emotions of it, the process of truth-telling will bring about a healing effect (Millar 2011). 
This assumption is according to various theorists based on Catholic traditions of confessions and 
later on psychotherapeutic approaches (Kelsall 2005:383; Millar 2011). As such, the assumption of 
the healing effects of truth-telling can be said to be based on Western traditions which, as we shall 
elaborate on in chapter 5, may not resonate with large parts of the Sierra Leonean population (cf. 
Kelsall 2005; Shaw 2007a; Millar 2011). 
 
4.2.1.2 Reconciliation and forgiveness 
Connected to the concepts of acknowledgement and truth-telling is the concept of forgiveness, 
which is often understood as synonymous with reconciliation (Borer 2006:32). Conceptually, 
forgiveness is often understood within religious paradigms (ibid). While for instance Lederach 
(2001) and Quinn (2005) also refer to the term, we have had to turn to religious sources in order to 
find an in-depth explanation. One such source is the book “No future without forgiveness” by 
former archbishop and head of the South African TRC, Desmond Tutu.  
According to Tutu, forgiveness may be facilitated by the acknowledgement, remorse, and apology 
of a perpetrator. However, forgiveness cannot be taken for granted (Tutu 1999:219), nor does a 
victim necessarily require an acknowledgement or apology in order to be able to forgive. 
The main trait of forgiveness, he argues, is empathy. To forgive someone is to try to understand that 
person; to try to put oneself in his or her shoes and to understand the pressure that has turned him or 
her into who he or she is (ibid:219). 
The overall purpose of forgiveness is to draw out “the sting in the memory which may otherwise 
threaten our entire existence” (ibid:219). Hence, forgiveness may provide healing for both the 
victim and the perpetrator. For the victim forgiveness becomes a renunciation of revenge, which 
may have a liberating effect. For the perpetrator healing comes through the acknowledgement of the 
wrongdoing and the following forgiveness. Only by acknowledging a wrongdoing will the 
perpetrator be able to receive the victim’s forgiveness. Forgiveness thus becomes a fresh start 
through which the forgiver declares his or her faith in a common future and the idea that the 
perpetrator is able to change (ibid:221).   
Summing up, it appears that acknowledgement and forgiveness may be considered two sides of the 
same coin. Consequently, the critique put forward in regards to the Christian and westernised 
origins of acknowledgement can also be applied here. Although Tutu has a South-African 
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background and arguably is not ‘Western’, his position as archbishop in the Anglican Church, with 
roots in the catholic as well as the English church, arguably places him within Western schools of 
thought.  
 
4.2.2 Reconciliation and social justice 
In chapters 1 and 3 we presented the hypothesis that one of the primary causes of the war was the 
exploitative exercise of public authority in rural Sierra Leone. Therefore, it becomes central to 
assess relationship of reconciliation with social justice, which we, following Stovel, use in a way 
that incorporates widely-held human rights values and the notion of human equality (2010:30). 
Referring to South Africa’s apartheid system, she argues that reconciliation may not always be 
possible unless injustices are dealt with. Pushing for reconciliation without addressing power 
imbalances could therefore serve to reinforce an unjust status quo in which victims may feel 
pressured to let bygones be bygones (ibid:41-42).  
Further, failing to address inequalities may lead to the deeper levels of sentient reconciliation not 
being reached. Speaking more generally of reintegration of ex-combatants into their home 
communities, she argues that in order to achieve sentient reconciliation, the aggrieved parties may 
need to see “fairness within the society, to begin to trust and heal” (2008:311). Stovel does not 
elaborate on what she means by the term ‘fairness’. However, on the same page, she writes that 
“rational forms of reconciliation do not require fairness or justice (broadly defined) to succeed. (…) 
Sentient reconciliation, on the other hand, probably does require justice.” (ibid: 311). The phrase 
‘broadly defined’ suggests that the justice referred to may include social justice. 
Hayner (2003), Huyse (2003), and Hamber & Kelly (2009) offer similar arguments. Huyse claims 
that: “Peaceful coexistence, trust, and empathy do not develop in a sustainable way if structural 
injustices in the political, legal, and economic domains remain” (ibid:21). 
Based on the above, it may be asked whether the wider issues of social justice in society may be 
conveniently forgotten, if reconciliation is made into a question of the individualised guilt of a 
perpetrator rather than the issue of dealing with the structural inequalities that arguably were the 
root causes of the war (cf. chapter 3). Moreover, one may also pose the question of whether there is 
a basis for a long-lasting, sentient reconciliation if structural inequalities are not dealt with? 
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4.3 Retributive justice versus restorative justice 
As shown in the two previous sections, justice is now perceived to be an important part of any 
peacebuilding process, and reconciliation has become an integrated element of most TJ processes. 
However, discussions persist as to what kind of justice is to be pursued and how reconciliation is 
best achieved. These discussions often take the form of whether to pursue retributive or restorative 
justice (Mobekk 2005:263). 
Justice as it is perceived within the field of TJ is often connected to a liberal, western judicial 
tradition in which crimes are dealt with through formalised trials in adherence to national as well as 
international law (Mobekk 2005). Retributive justice views “(...) crime as law breaking and a 
violation against the state, and accountability as punishment for breaking the law.” (Zehr 1990 in 
Stovel 2006:53). 
Advocates of retributive justice state that by prosecuting offenders, victims can be given the sense 
that justice has been served (Mobekk 2005). By having an authority justifying their hurt by 
convicting their perpetrators is also seen as an important part of the healing process (Mobekk 
2005:280)
30
.   
It is often assumed that victims want retribution for the hurt inflicted on them, which leads to the 
argument that by holding official trials, individuals or groups are prevented from seeking their own 
revenge and in the worst case reigniting the conflict. Furthermore, by individualising guilt, 
stigmatisation of entire groups is believed to be prevented, and thus it will ‘break the cycle of 
violence’ (Roth-Arriaza 2006:6; Fischer 2011:409). Furthermore, trials are praised “for reaffirming 
the principle that accountability was an important international concern” (Roth-Arriaza 2006:6).     
Last but not least, trials can be seen to contribute to the legitimisation of the new government by 
establishing a non-acceptance of crimes against humanity and a will to support and strengthen the 
rule of law (Mobekk 2005). 
To date there have been post-conflict trials of an international, hybrid, national, and local character. 
Debates as to what level is most appropriate are recurrent (Kerr and Mobekk 2007).  
Contrary to retributive or judicial justice, where reconciliation and healing are believed a 
consequence of seeing justice being served and guilt being placed,  restorative justice has healing 
and reconciliation as specific aims. Park (2010) lists several elements that justice must contain in 
order to be a restorative justice practice: “it must be animated with principles such as (but not 
                                                 
30
 However, Eirin Mobekk (2005) questions this assumption stating that, “there is little doubt that trials can lead to re-
victimisation and the reliving of trauma and, therefore, complicate the process of individual healing” (ibid:280)  
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limited to) victim validation and vindication, offender responsibility and reintegration, relationship 
reparation, and transformative restoration or renewal of community” (ibid:95). Senier (2008), 
Moghalu (2009) and Stovel (2010) offer similar descriptions.    
The best known tools of restorative justice are truth and reconciliation commissions, amnesties, and 
most recently TJMs (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:1).     
Where retributive justice, or judicial justice, is mainly a matter between state or international 
community and the prosecuted (Stovel 2006:53), restorative justice sees a violation of human rights 
mainly as a crime against the victim and secondly against the community. The object of restorative 
justice is thus to restore trust and rebuild relationships between victim, offender, and the 
community, and in this process acknowledgement, truth-telling, and forgiveness are viewed as 
central elements (cf. 4.2). 
Advocates of restorative justice argue that this practice is better adapted to the armed conflicts of 
today (Moghalu 2009). Arguments given for this are, among others, the ability of restorative justice 
to absorb the thousands of combatants whose crimes fall under humanitarian law, but whom it is 
considered impossible to prosecute because of their sheer number, as was the case in Sierra Leone. 
Furthermore, the question of guilt is, in several transitional societies (Sierra Leone included), not a 
straightforward matter. Several conflicts in Africa have become known for their use of child-
soldiers and civilians forced to participate in the atrocities (Sierra Leone, Congo, Liberia, Sudan 
etc.). Thus, retributive justice would be insufficient or incapable of dealing with the complexity of 
such conflicts (Roth-Arriaza 2006).  
Advocates of retributive justice, on the other side, argue that only through judicial justice can 
impunity be fought (cf. 4.1.1). They therefore question whether restorative justice can be considered 
justice at all, as most processes within restorative justice are voluntary, making it hard to hold 
alleged offenders accountable for their acts, unless they choose to participate. Proponents of 
restorative justice argue that this approach does serve a kind of justice, pointing to the built-in 
practice of acknowledgement and truth-telling and the fact that perpetrators thereby admit 
responsibility for the crimes committed (cf. 4.2.1, Roth-Arriaza 2006). Secondly, restorative justice 
does not exclude forms of punishment for wrongdoings. Victim reparation given by the offender is 
one example.   
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4.4 Traditional justice mechanisms within the field of transitional justice 
The following section will seek to identify some of the main debates concerning traditional justice 
mechanisms as a possible tool in post-conflict societies. The aim is therefore not to present TJMs as 
a general phenomenon but rather to deconstruct the concept in an attempt to understand the 
underlying assumptions that might be attributed to such mechanisms. The structure of this section is 
as follows: After giving a brief introduction to the rise of interest in TJMs within the field of TJ and 
what is generally attributed to such mechanisms, we will move on to some of the central dilemmas 
posed when trying to understand these mechanisms and their potentials and weaknesses. 
Accordingly, this section seeks to answer working question:  
c) Which central debates can be identified within the literature on traditional justice mechanisms in 
Africa? Moreover, can general assumptions concerning TJMs then be identified through these 
debates? 
 
4.4.1 The rise of interest in traditional justice mechanisms 
As shown throughout this chapter, there is no consensus on how transitional justice processes 
should be designed, which specific mechanisms ought to be emphasised, or in which order they 
should be implemented. Rather, there is a growing acknowledgement that the unique cultural, 
political, and economic nature of every society moving out of conflict, and the diversities of the 
conflicts themselves, call for a specific design for each country (Quinn 2005; Lutz 2006; Huyse 
2008; Lambourne 2009; Mutua 2011; Sriram 2011). Moreover, the very nature of TJ mechanisms 
has been criticised for leaning on Western liberalist ideas of justice and psychotherapeutic notions 
of reconciliation (Huyse 2008; Millar 2011; Mutua 2011; cf. 4.2 and 4.3). Hence, according to 
Huyse (2008) this “shift in transitional justice paradigms has opened up ample space to discuss the 
role of traditional mechanisms” (ibid:6).  
 
The awareness of TJMs, however, is by no means new (Kerr and Mobekk 2007). Colonial powers 
recognised the existence of, and in some instances arguably constructed, TJMs. As seen in chapter 
3, the British rule in Sierra Leone e.g. incorporated customary laws into their system of rule. In 
post-colonial times, the awareness of traditional mechanisms for settling disputes and dealing with 
crime continued but was discussed primarily in relation to governing and the rule of law (Kerr and 
Mobekk 2007:155; Huyse 2008:10). What is new in regards to the interest in TJMs is their potential 
for dealing with past human rights violations following a conflict (Huyse 2008).   
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A UNDP report from 2006 estimates that in some developing countries as many as 90 per cent of all 
disputes are resolved through informal justice systems (Wojkowska 2006). Although this estimate is 
not restricted to African countries, Juan Obarrio (2011) supports its relevance in regards to Africa, 
stating that “huge swathes of African populations, in particular rural dwellers, seek the resolution of 
conflicts in informal, ‘traditional’, or ‘customary’ mechanisms of justice” (ibid:23). This wide use 
of TJMs, and in particular their close tie to ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’, led to an initial belief that TJMs 
generally enjoyed wide support among the populations of developing countries and therefore could 
contribute to more legitimate processes of justice and reconciliation in the transitional phase. We 
will return to this rather generalising notion later on in this section. The excitement about TJMs 
tended to focus on the advantages, and while weaknesses where not unknown, they were often ‘kept 
in the shade’ (Huyse 2008:6). However, a growing body of research of TJMs as a TJ tool led to a 
more critical approach. Furthermore, the growing recognition that traditional techniques have been 
greatly altered “in form and substance by the impact of colonization, modernization and civil war”, 
meant that the normative approach to TJMs has given way to “more realistic, empirically based 
assessments” of the possible role of TJMs within TJ-processes (Huyse 2008:7). 
 
4.4.2 Defining traditional justice mechanisms  
Defining TJMs is no easy task, and an attempt to do so runs the risk of defeating the very purpose 
of considering TJMs in post-conflict settings, seeing as they are cultural- and context-specific. 
Nonetheless, although most scholars find that there can be no universal prescription as to how and 
to what purpose TJMs might be implemented as a transitional justice tool, there does seem to be 
some constants in how they are described (Alie 2008:133; Senier 2008:68-69; Park 2010). 
    
Features that seem to be reflected in most TJMs as they are described in the literature includes, for 
example, the oral and un-coded nature of these mechanisms, where judgment is based on a mutual 
understanding of common practice and responsibility (Senier 2008:68; Obarrio 2011:24-25). TJMs 
also often involve several members of the community, if not all, in the process. However, the main 
actors mediating a conflict are often authorities from the local community such as religious leaders, 
councils of elders, or local officials (Quinn 2005:14; Senier 2008:68; Obarrio 2011:32). 
Furthermore, TJMs often include rituals, rites and symbols aimed at consolidating peace and the 
restoration of order (Quinn 2005:16; Obarrio 2011). Peace and social harmony are generally 
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perceived to be the main goals of traditional mechanisms, and the restoration of relationships is thus 
a large part of the process (Quinn 2005; Huyse 2008:181; 68-69).  
As such, TJMs fit into the realm of restorative justice almost perfectly, which is also where it is 
generally placed (Senier 2008:68-69; Obarrio 2011:32; cf. 4.3). However, punishment is not 
completely absent in the traditional mechanisms used throughout Africa. Although punishment 
often aims at making amends to victim and community through forced labour or material 
reparation, public humiliation and physical punishment have also been known to be included 
(Quinn 2005:10; Kerr and Mobekk 2007:154).       
 
4.4.3 Central debates  
Although the initial excitement concerning TJMs in the realm of TJ has been replaced by a more 
critical approach, the rather romanticised idea of restoration and communitarianism as part of an 
‘African culture of justice’ persists31 (Obarrio 2011:24). Arguments of cultural relevance and local 
ownership are put forward when arguing that TJMs will enjoy more legitimacy amongst 
populations than more formalised proceedings of trials and truth commissions (Kerr and Mobekk 
2007:157; Huyse 2008:187). Other advantages attributed to TJMs are that they are more accessible, 
both in regards to their location as situated in the local communities and due to their oral nature and 
use of local language, considering that large parts of the population in Africa are illiterate (Kerr and 
Mobekk 2007:165). Last but not least, is the focus on reconciliation, which by many is considered 
better suited than retributive justice for people who following the war have to live side by side 
(Quinn 2005; Huyse 2008:181-182). 
 
The problem with some of the strengths mentioned, according to Huyse (2008), is that they take 
their departure in the model ‘not the reality’ (ibid:182). One of the arguments he gives is that 
although TJMs might be suited to deal with conflict and crime at a local level, they are not designed 
to deal with conflict at a national scale nor gross human rights violations (ibid:182). Other scholars 
also point out that there can be some dilemmas in applying TJMs in the context of post-conflict 
(Kerr and Mobekk 2007:156; Senier 2008:69; Lambourne 2009; Obarrio 2011). In the following we 
                                                 
31
Even though most of the scholars in this section refer to tendencies to generalise and romanticise, none of them are 
very specific in regards to who it is that they find to be doing this. However, as most of the texts also entail 
recommendations and warnings regarding policies of TJMs, we estimate that they refer to practitioners within the field 
of TJ. 
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will present some of the main debates concerning the underlying assumptions that often go hand in 
hand with the use of TJMs. 
    
4.4.3.1 The terms ‘tradition’ and ‘community’ 
One of the difficulties of defining TJMs is that they rely on several concepts that in themselves are 
not easily captured. The terminologies of ‘tradition’ as well as ‘community’, have themselves been 
subjects to extensive debates. In the following we will seek to discuss the main dilemmas 
surrounding the definitional understandings of these and how this might affect the use of TJMs. 
 
‘Tradition’ 
In relation to the debate concerning the use of ‘traditional’ as a term in traditional justice 
mechanisms, Joe Alie writes: 
“The term ‘traditional’ with its Eurocentric connotations often tends to suggest profoundly 
internalized normative structures, patterns followed from ‘time out of mind’ static economic and 
social circumstances. It must be borne in mind that African institutions, whether political, economic 
or social, have never been inert. They respond to changes resulting from several factors and forces.” 
(2008:133).  
Huyse takes the argument further, stating that the events of history, including colonisation, 
modernisation, civil war, and genocides, have influenced original institutions exercising TJMs to 
such a degree that “strictly speaking, they are no longer traditional.” (Huyse 2008:8; cf. 3.0).  This 
raises the question of how suitable the label ‘traditional’ is if it obscures the understanding of TJMs 
as being dynamic and flexible.  
Several other concepts and terms have been implemented to describe the nature of TJMs and the 
structures behind them. These include customary, grassroots, indigenous, informal, non-state, 
primary, and religious justice mechanisms (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:152). The problem, however, is 
not solved with any of these terms. The terms informal and non-state are e.g. problematic as they 
make a clear distinction between what is included in the state and formal system and what is not. 
However, as was seen in chapter 3 (cf. Lund), the line between informal and formal structures and 
institutions is often blurred (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:153). Furthermore, once ‘traditional’ justice 
mechanisms are incorporated into a TJ process, the line is further blurred as both the state and the 
international community become involved (Huyse 2008:8). Despite the dilemmas concerning the 
use of the term, ‘traditional’ continues to be the preferred term. Hence, when used it is often 
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accompanied with the recognition that ‘traditional’ is to be understood as a dynamic process (Kerr 
and Mobekk 2007:153; Alie 2008:133; Huyse 2008:8). 
 
‘Community’ 
As with the term ‘traditional’, problems arise when the concept of ‘community’ is applied without 
reflection. As seen in the general description of TJMs, one of its main goals is to restore social order 
and harmony within the ‘community’. This bears the assumption that the community as it was, was 
harmonious. But as the research question of this thesis and chapter 3 implies, ‘communities’ consist 
of internal hierarchies that favour some above others, and thus a focus on cohesion and harmony 
may disguise social inequalities (Guijt & Kaul Shah 1998; Obarrio 2011). Furthermore, Irene Guijt 
and Meera Kaul Shah (1998) point out that the social reality of communities is that they are “neither 
homogeneous in composition and concerns, nor necessarily harmonious in their relations”, 
suggesting that the people within a community have different needs, concerns and interest (ibid:8). 
In a post-conflict setting, the idea of ‘community’ is further challenged as ‘communities’ are often 
turned up-side down or destroyed by the conflict, with thousands of people internally displaced, 
families torn apart, and many killed. This means that many communities following the war bear no 
resemblance to what they were before the war started (Daly 2002:381).  
 
The danger of understanding ‘tradition’ as static is that it might prevent practitioners from 
investigating how ‘tradition’ is understood and used in that particular moment and context. 
Furthermore, approaching communities expecting them to be cohesive, obscure the fact that these 
might be characterised by gerontocratic, patriarchal, and patrimonial systems (cf. 3.0).    
 
4.4.3.2 A holistic rather than a dichotomous approach 
As stated above, TJMs are often associated with Western ideas of restorative justice. However, this 
may be criticised in several ways. First, it is misleading as they can involve punishment of various 
kinds (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:154). Second, it leads back to the idea that TJMs have gone 
untouched by the implementation of western formal legal systems and that retributive justice as it is 
performed in the formal institutions has not affected African understandings of justice (Lambourne 
2009:32). So while some scholars argue that TJM include both retributive as well as restorative 
justice (Lambourne 2009:32; Quinn 2005:10; Kerr and Mobekk 2007:153), there are also several 
that advocate a move away from these dichotomous understandings of retributive vs. restorative, 
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justice vs. reconciliation, individual vs. community, and traditional vs. modern if we are to 
understand the complexity of most TJMs and whether they can assist in a process of justice and 
reconciliation (Quinn 2005:10; Shaw and Waldorf 2010; Mutua 2011).  
This holistic understanding of TJ processes is of central concern when discussing the legitimacy of 
TJMs. 
 
4.4.3.3 Legitimacy in local and international arenas 
The need for legitimacy is at the core of any institution if it is to live up to its full potential. This 
also applies to TJMs (Daly 2002:394; Kerr and Mobekk 2007:158; Huyse 2008:190). Quinn (2005) 
writes: “if the people believe in and trust such mechanisms [of reconciliation], it is believed that 
they will participate in the activities promoted by them. (...) In any case, no such process [justice 
and reconciliation] can be implemented within a community without the express commitment of 
that community.” (ibid:20). 
However, to equal the widespread use of TJMs throughout the African continent with that of their 
perceived legitimacy amongst populations would be too simple at best and at worst disguise 
possible inequalities imbedded in some TJMs (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:157-158; Huyse 2008:190; 
Obarrio 2011:36). For one thing, large parts of rural populations in Africa have little or no access to 
formal legal institutions, due to weak formal systems or because they are centralised around the 
major cities making them less accessible and too costly (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:157; Sriram 
2011:128-129). Another element is that many of these mechanisms have for a long time coexisted 
with formal retributive justice systems, and as will be elaborated on in chapter 5, many Sierra 
Leoneans have come to depend on both systems depending on the crime in question. This implies 
that TJMs might not be perceived as legitimate in dealing with gross human rights violations 
following conflict. 
Another concern is the structures on which TJMs are built. As mentioned in section 4.4.2, the main 
actors are often also the general authorities of the communities, and the legitimacy of TJMs, in 
practice, not only rests on the common accept of the premises that guide these mechanisms but also 
on the stakeholders leading the processes. As Kerr and Mobekk writes, TJMs:  
“(...) are closely linked with the political systems in the community and village. In effect, they are 
frequently political systems where patronage is common. (...) Moreover, solutions in TIJM may be 
arbitrary and only respected because of the political, social and economic power that the 
council/court/elders are able to exert in the communities.” (ibid:157).  
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The abuse of power made possible by TJMs, and their reference to customary law, become ever 
more problematic considering the general finding that these authorities are dominated by men of a 
certain age and status, excluding and in some cases marginalising women, ‘less significant’ 
families, ‘strangers’ and the young (Obarrio 2011:36, cf. 3.0). 
 
To secure support and funding from the international community, it is important that international 
actors also find the traditional mechanisms legitimate (Borneman 2002). Two general concerns are 
often raised in this regard. One issue is that TJMs in the form of e.g. customary law fall outside the 
rule of law. It is argued that the fact that judgment is often based on un-codified norms and on a 
case to case basis opens up to arbitrary and biased judgment (Kerr and Mobekk 2007:159; Huyse 
2008: 191). Furthermore, TJMs run into the discussion of retributive vs. restorative justice, whether 
to prosecute or reconcile (Huyse 2008:191). Another issue linked to the one above is the concern 
that TJMs in some cases violate international humanitarian law and basic human rights as 
formulated by the international community. The physical and gender-biased character of some 
punishments and the possible exclusion of, for example, young people, bring the legitimacy of 
TJMs into question amongst human rights activists such as Human Rights Watch (Kerr and 
Mobekk 2007:159-160; Huyse 2008:192). As such, this debate can be situated within the broader 
debate of whether human rights as they are formulated by the international community can be 
considered universalistic (Mutua 2011). While some argue that human rights are too focused on 
individual rights and do not encapsulate many African cultures (Mutua 2011), proponents of human 
rights, on the other hand, warn against culture-relativism, in which everything can be explained and 
defended with reference to the autonomy of culture. 
Nonetheless, some scholars argue that debates concerning what concepts of justice, reconciliation 
and rights refer to rely on the premises of Western notions (cf. Nagy 2009; Millar 2011; Mutua 
2011; Obarrio 2011). The tendency, according to these scholars, is to understand these concepts 
from a dichotomous standpoint, leaving very little room for TJMs to manoeuvre in.    
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4.5 Summing up 
The aim of this chapter has been to introduce some of the main debates and theories within the field 
of transitional justice and more specifically reconciliation and traditional justice mechanisms. 
In regards to reconciliation in the transitional phase, our main concern has been that of 
reconciliation on an individual and community level, as this is where Fambul Tok operates. 
Although the reviewed scholars have various focuses and concerns, three concepts are recurrent in 
much of the literature as central elements of ‘sentient’ transitional reconciliation, namely 
acknowledgement, truth-telling and (less so) forgiveness. Although these concepts have been 
criticised as leaning on westernised concepts of Christianity and psychotherapy, they do however 
stand as a form of mainstream approach to theorising reconciliation within the field of TJ. Likewise 
they are concepts frequently used by Fambul Tok (cf. chapter 6).   
In regards to the relationship between reconciliation and social justice, the reviewed scholars 
generally argue that structural injustices work as a barrier to deeper levels of reconciliation. 
However, most of them are not very specific as to why this might be the case. 
  
In the section on traditional justice mechanisms, we have sought to answer working question c). 
As discussed there is a growing awareness of and warning against a romanticised or oversimplified 
understanding of TJMs. The reviewed scholars thus call for a thorough analysis of the specific 
mechanisms and the structures that they rely upon, including the legitimacy that these mechanisms 
might or might not enjoy amongst communities. They also warn against a dichotomous, 
universalistic, and ethnocentric approach of the international community in assessing the potentials 
and weaknesses of TJMs as a TJ tool. Huyse (2008) goes as far as to ask the question whether “it is 
at all possible for Western observers to interpret these phenomena in a basically sound way” 
(ibid:7). Although he answers his own question by proceeding to investigate traditional mechanisms 
and their possible relevance as TJ tools, it does stress the need for being critical, not only of TJMs 
but also of one’s own point of departure when trying to understand such mechanisms.   
Furthermore, it is worth remembering that if traditions, and the mechanisms inherent to these, are 
understood as dynamic processes, then traditions will be subject to constant negotiations concerning 
their definitions.  It is therefore relevant to ask whose interests are being seen to when considering 
TJMs as TJ tools.  
 56 
 
5.0 Transitional justice in Sierra Leone  
The purpose of this chapter is to investigate how justice and reconciliation are perceived in rural 
Sierra Leone. The chapter is divided into two main sections.  
First, we will introduce the national TJ processes in Sierra Leone. Although these are not the focus 
of this thesis, they form part of the field of TJ in which Fambul Tok can be situated. Secondly, the 
national TJ processes are the most extensively researched of the processes and thus give us an 
opportunity to analyse how they were received at local level and an idea of how justice and 
reconciliation were perceived at the time in rural communities.     
Secondly, we will zoom in on traditional justice mechanisms in Sierra Leone and more specifically 
within the Mende and Kissi ethnic groups. The section will discuss the different aspects of TJMs as 
they are practiced by Sierra Leoneans in recent times and their relation to customary law, animist 
beliefs, and religion. The overall purpose of this section is to create an understanding of what 
Fambul Tok might refer to, when the organisation claims to draw on Sierra Leonean traditions of 
mediation and reconciliation.   
Overall this chapter will seek to answer the working question:  
b) How was justice and reconciliation sought to be achieved in Sierra Leone following the war and 
how were these initiatives received by the rural population? 
 
5.1 The national transitional justice process 
In the following we will look at how justice and reconciliation was sought achieved in Sierra Leone 
following the war. Although several initiatives were established at a national level, they were 
criticised for not reaching far enough into the rural areas of Sierra Leone, thus leaving out large 
parts of the population (Kelsall 2005). Furthermore, many among the rural population voiced their 
discontent with the national processes not being sufficiently adapted to the local cultures of Sierra 
Leone (Park 2010:103; Millar 2011). These dilemmas will be central in the following, as we take a 
brief look at two of the TJ initiatives in Sierra Leone, namely the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and the Special Court of Sierra Leone.  
 
5.1.1 The Special Court and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission   
Within TJ literature, Sierra Leone is noticeable both for its wide use of transitional tools and 
because of how these sequenced each other. It was agreed in the Lomé Peace Accord that a blanket 
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amnesty was to be given to all who participated in the war up until the signing of the agreement. 
Furthermore a truth and reconciliation commission was to be established. However, as the fighting 
continued following the Lomé agreement, the TRC was postponed and the amnesty put into 
question (Schabas 2006:33). In January 2002 it was thus agreed between the government of Sierra 
Leone and The United Nations Security Council that a special tribunal was to be established, 
prosecuting those who bore “the greatest responsibility for the commission of crimes” (Tejan-Cole 
2009:227). With the first indictments issued in March 2003, the SCSL thus breached the blanket 
amnesty and ran simultaneously with the TRC. 
 
Both the SCSL and the TRC can be considered as classic examples of retributive and restorative 
justice respectively (cf. 4.3). Hence, although both institutions ultimately had the same goals of 
serving justice and contributing to reconciliation, their approach and mandate differed significantly, 
and it was not without controversies that they operated in the same period. 
As a retributive justice institution, the SCSL served a legal justice in which accountability was to 
uphold the rule of law. What made the SCSL special compared to previous ad hoc international 
criminal tribunals was that it was placed in Sierra Leone; had a mix of international and Sierra 
Leonean personnel; and covered both international humanitarian law, as well as Sierra Leonean law 
(Lamin 2003:307). The hope was that by situating it in Freetown and coupling it with several 
outreach programmes
32
, the court would be available to the average Sierra Leonean, making the 
process of justice nationally owned.  
The TRC was established in July 2002, and in October 2004 it presented its final report, giving it a 
life span of just a little more than two years. Like the SCSL, the TRC made great efforts to create an 
awareness of its existence and purpose. However, due to financial restraints (Schabas 2006:23), 
much of the anticipated outreach had to be scaled down. From December 2002 until March 2003, 
approximately 7000-8000 statements were taken from both victims and perpetrators, and from April 
2003 until August 2003 a week long hearing was held in every district. 
 
That the TJ process in Sierra Leone included both retributive and restorative justice have by some 
been seen as an example of the importance of combining rather than opposing the two approaches 
                                                 
32
 These included town hall meetings at district and chiefdom level; sessions with the army, the police and civil society 
groups to discuss the process; the production of brochures and posters aimed also for the big illiterate part of the 
population; weekly summaries of the proceedings aired on the radio; and hearings held in open courtrooms (Arzt 
2006:230). 
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(Lamin 2003; Schabas 2004; Horovitz 2006; Shaw 2010:123). As such they could be considered 
complementary concerning accountability, with the SCSL ‘dealing’ with the ‘big men’ of the war33, 
while the TRC reached out to the majority of the perpetrators or ‘small fish’. However, the limited 
participation of perpetrators in the hearings put this thesis to the test. 
The controversy between the two institutions was mainly considered to be connected to them 
running simultaneously. Many Sierra Leoneans believed that testimonies to the TRC could be 
passed on to the SCSL (Kelsall 2005). Although the president of the Special Court made an official 
statement to the contrary, it is believed that the low participation of ex-combatants in the TRC 
hearings was mainly due to this confusion.  
 
5.1.2 Local perception of the transitional process 
Whether the SCSL enjoyed broad support in the population seems to be a matter of disagreement 
amongst researchers (IDEA 2004; Arzt 2006; Lamin 2009). According to Arzt (2006), local 
perceptions of the court differ depending on the social status of the informant, and according to 
Shaw (2005) “local villagers repeatedly express approval, ‘it was the big, big ones who sent the 
children to do bad things’” (ibid:11). Meanwhile many local NGO activists expressed frustration 
that midlevel commanders went free of prosecution (Arzt 2006:233).  
 
Although a survey by the local NGO Manifesto ’99 (2002) showed a high degree of willingness to 
reconcile in the local population, the TRC was received with mixed emotions. While some blame 
the low budget (Schabas 2006), others find that people where uneasy with talking about the 
violence only a year after the war had ended, worrying that this would destabilise the fragile peace 
(Shaw 2007a; 2007b). Yet again, others find that the process of truth-telling in the manner that it 
was set up in the hearings was not in tune with the ‘cultures’ of most Sierra Leoneans (Kelsall 2005; 
Shaw 2007; Millar 2011).  According to Gearoid Millar, three cultural dynamics can be identified 
that to some extent clashed with the approach of the TRC
34, namely; “(1) the local ‘aesthetic of 
secrecy’, (2) the predominance of and reliance on patron-client networks, and (3) the influence and 
role of religion” (2011:185). The ‘aesthetic of secrecy’ is related to a cultural practice of using 
communication as a source of control rather than a way of transferring information. This, according 
                                                 
33
 To date the court has indicted 21 individuals, out of which 13 has been charged with violations of international 
humanitarian law, including former president of Liberia Charles Taylor (cf. www.sc-sl.org/, 17-11-2012). 
34
 Millar bases these ‘cultural’ dynamics on his own ethnographic study in the northern part of Sierra Leone, coupled 
with ethnographic studies by Rosalind Shaw, Veena Das, Mariane Ferme, among others.    
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to Millar, is deeply rooted in many of the rural Sierra Leonean communities, which meant that the 
idea of speaking openly and publicly of one’s experiences as the TRC encouraged, went against the 
everyday practices of rural communities (ibid:185-186). Millar is not alone in pointing out a 
possible controversy between the act of truth-telling and rural practices of secrecy. Tim Kelsall 
(2005), referring to Mariane Ferme (2001), writes that “the effective use of ambiguity (...) has been 
and continue to be more productive than the social ideals of transparency” (Ferme in Kelsall 
2005:383). Ferme, according to Kelsall, attributes this wide use of ‘ambiguity’ or secrecy to a need 
for personal mobility in which people are able to “shift between economic activities and 
geographical locations and in which they seek to maintain an open ended and adaptable stance to 
powerful patrons” (ibid:383).   
In regards to ‘patron-client networks’, the TRC encountered a recurring problem concerning the 
victims expecting material benefits for testifying in the hearings (Shaw 2007; Millar 2011). As 
argued in chapter 3, Sierra Leone has a history of patron-client relationships and expectations of 
similar relationships were, according to Millar, extended to the TRC:  
“The TRC, as a UN-organized and primarily white, European-run operation, was recognized as a 
patron by Sierra Leoneans. In accordance with local norms, it was expected to do the responsible 
thing and provide those clients with the necessary resources.” (2011:188). 
Arguably the TRC was not able to do this because of its limited funding. Nonetheless, the lack of 
support did for many reflect a poor judgment of local perception and needs (Millar 2011).  
Turning to Millar’s last point concerning the influence and role of religion, he refers to the widely 
used sentence ‘I leave my case to God’ or ‘forgive and forget’ used by many local Sierra Leoneans 
following the war (ibid:189-191). According to Millar, these sentences reflected a redundancy of 
the TRC as many Sierra Leoneans felt that they had already dealt with forgiveness through their 
priests and imams (ibid). According to Stovel (2008), however, the ‘forgive and forget’ was an 
expression of powerlessness, reflecting that the majority had no other choice. Shaw (2005) seems to 
support this notion and cites how many of her respondents, when asked what form of justice they 
wished to see, replied that “I have no power, I leave my case to God” (ibid:11). According to Shaw, 
the general opinion of her respondents was that seeking retributive justice, or even talking about the 
violence of the war, would be to risk the fragile peace (ibid). Shaw points out, however, that 
‘forget’ is not to be mistaken as ‘erasing history’. According to her there is a strong tradition in 
Sierra Leone of retelling stories of violence through other means than verbalisation, e.g. rituals and 
ceremonies, which can be traced back as far as the slave trade:  
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“To rebuild a life from an uninhabitable past and to refashion a meaningful present, memories of 
both old and new violence in Sierra Leone require a relanguaging, a renarration in a different form.” 
(2007b:68). As such, the stories of violence can, according to Shaw, be understood as renarrated 
through stories of spirits, human leopards and witchcraft (Shaw 2002). The ceremonies of the last 
day of the district hearings (cf. 1.1) can thus, following Shaw, be understood as a communal 
contract not to verbalise the events of war anymore, something Shaw calls ‘social forgetting’ 
(2005:3). Social forgetting, according to Shaw, was established among others, through cleansing 
rituals in which the hearts
35
 of perpetrators and victims where ‘cooled’, allowing them to be 
accepted back into the community and for victims to move on with their lives (2007a:195).  
 
5.2 Traditional Justice Mechanisms in Sierra Leone 
It is estimated that 70-80 per cent of Sierra Leone’s rural population rely primarily or exclusively on 
traditional or informal justice mechanisms in dealing with disputes and crimes in the local 
communities (Sriram 2011:128). However, such mechanisms include several different structures 
and processes and have various actors. Hence in a Sierra Leonean context, TJMs might refer to 
customary law and/or spiritual belief systems and involve chiefs, local officials, respected 
community members, secret societies, and/or religious leaders (cf. 4.4). These structures and actors 
are not necessarily distinct but interwoven and often cooperate in dealing with various disputes and 
crimes. The aim of this section is therefore to investigate the various practices and structures that 
can be argued to fall under the term ‘traditional justice mechanisms’ as they have been practised 
prior to the war and used in post-war context. 
 
5.2.1 Customary law 
Most practices of justice in rural Sierra Leone fall under the common denominator of ‘customary 
law’. Customary law, as defined by Manifesto ’99, involves the own, often unwritten, rules of 
conduct of the communities and can be seen to be based on the communities “moral perception of 
crime” (ibid:65).  
This term, however, covers several levels and practices and includes various local authorities.  
 
                                                 
35
 The ‘heart’ refers to “the center of feelings, thoughts and intensions” (Shaw 2010:125).   
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Customary law coincides with the formal judicial sector in the local courts at chiefdom level, which 
are state authorised. Although officially overseen by the magistrates courts, a report made for the 
World Bank in 2008 indicates that many of these courts lack central control, and that due to reforms 
the “court fees are one of the only sources of revenue left to chiefdoms, which provides an incentive 
for some chiefs and local court members to charge excessive fees and levy large fines, and even to 
bring cases for the sole purpose of collecting fees ” (Fanthorpe 2004 in Dale 2008:8). These courts 
continued to function during and following the war, although they did not escape the consequences 
of war
36
. Although justice in principle should be accessible through these courts, chiefs often 
operate as mediators in local conflicts outside of the court structure, collecting fees for their service 
(Sriram 2011).  
A large part of TJMs consist of mediation between people involved in a dispute or crime. While 
these conflict mediations often involve the local chief; religious and spiritual leaders, respected 
elders, and the families of the involved parties are often also part of the process. Manifesto ’99 
describes it like this, “In traditional Sierra Leone society, administration of justice and resolution of 
conflict are rooted in the hierarchical structure of local authorities, which every member of society 
recognizes and respects.” (2002:29). Although it is not explicit why these structures, and 
consequently the influence these have in passing judgment, is respected, it might be explained with 
reference to Lund and the interdependence between subjects and twilight institutions (cf. 3.4.1). If 
the dispute cannot be settled within the community, the case moves on to the local or magistrate 
courts.  
If it is a crime where the offender is known, mediation often take the form of a dialogue in regards 
to how the offender may make amends for his or hers offence, often in the form of fines, labour, or 
other services offered to the victim and his or her family (Graybill 2010:43). Communal 
punishment might also be part of a solution. E.g., within the Mende group, the punishment for 
stealing or robbing is public disgrace “by being beaten and tied on the rope and made to dance 
around the town.” (Manifesto ‘99 2002:46). It should be noted that customary practices like these 
are not officially accepted. However, the authorities authorising these sorts of physical punishments 
are not themselves held accountable (Manifesto ’99 2002), indicating an indirect accept. The most 
severe punishments are to be found amongst the Kono and Kissi groups who have, according to 
Manifesto ’99, been known for dealing with justice after a murder with ‘extra-judicial killing 
(ibid:66). 
                                                 
36
 Beside damages to the courthouses they also suffered from the bad reputation of several chiefs and their role in the 
war (Sriram 2011) 
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As described in section 3.4, the un-coded nature of customary law gives considerable power to the 
mediator, often the chief, to act as judge and mete out the penalty. Accordingly, accountability and 
transparency of the process might be in the hands of the specific chief. 
 
5.2.2 Spirituality and religion  
Fundamental to most ethnic groups in Sierra Leone is the belief in the supernatural. According to 
Manifesto ’99, this belief system contains the Belief in spirits, good or bad, that dwell in the 
material world in mountains, rivers, and so forth and who can only be accessed through ‘witches’; 
Belief in Ancestral Spirits, who are dead members of the community but who still have close ties to 
the world of the living (according to Alie (2008), many Sierra Leoneans believe these ancestors to 
control the fortune and misfortunes of their daily lives); and Belief in a Supreme Being, although the 
original concept of this has according to Manifesto ´99 been forgotten due to a decline in ancestral 
worship and the advent of religion (2002:30-31).    
 
As previously described, the authority and legitimacy of secret societies is closely linked to their 
connection with the spiritual world. This connection is of central importance in regards to the 
leaders’ role in asserting justice and reconciliation at the local level because arguably pleasing the 
ancestors also means pleasing the leaders of these societies. Within the secret societies of Poro and 
Sande, conflict resolution, justice, and reconciliation is closely related to confessions by the parties 
involved as well as purification rites depending on the crime or the dispute. If people are believed 
not to tell the truth or owe up to their crime, it is the role of the secret society to exert the truth from 
them with threats of disease, misfortune, and/or death. Often the threat of such severe punishment 
will induce the perpetrator to step forward (Manifesto ’99 2002:33).  
The importance of ‘truth’ and ‘confession’ is according to Manifesto ’99 the ‘basis of spiritual 
justice’. Moreover, the fact that the guilty party admits his crime allows for him or her to be 
restored to the community and through apologies and different forms of compensation the 
relationship to the victim is repaired. As mentioned previously, secrecy and holding back 
information are widely used mechanisms in Sierra Leone and therefore it could be argued that the 
truth and confession referred to by Manifesto is a more ‘matter of fact’ practice and a concern with 
placing guilt.     
According to Kelsall (2005), the mediation/interrogation, confession, and the evoking of God and 
ancestors is part of a build-up to prepare the guilty party for the final ceremony. Ritual ceremonies 
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are held if the crime is of a more serious nature such as incest, rape, defilement of the ‘bush’ (sacred 
places), murder etc. (Manifesto ’99 2002:34). Within the Mende societies these rituals involve a 
purification of the culprit
37
. By cleansing the perpetrator of his or her sins, the culprit is protected 
from the “wrath of God and the ancestors” and allows the culprit to be reunited with the community 
(Manifesto ’99 2002). Furthermore, sacrifice of animals; pouring of libation; and dancing and 
singing are employed to further appease the spirits and ancestors (Alie 2008; Graybill 2010). By 
appeasing the ancestors, stability, peace, harmony, and the dignity of society is believed restored 
and reconciliation therefore also accomplished (Manifesto ’99 2002:34).   
 
Although most ethnic groups in Sierra Leone have maintained traditions based on animist beliefs, 
religion also plays a central role in the lives of most Sierra Leoneans (Millar 2011:189-191). Often 
the two belief systems have found ways of co-existing, and examples of syncretism can even be 
found, as religious leaders have been seen to partake in the rituals associated with animist beliefs 
(Alie 2008:142). Hence, religion and animist beliefs have similarities when it comes to 
reconciliation and justice. The act of forgiveness is an integrated part of both belief systems, and is 
seen by both as a contribution to social harmony. Furthermore, justice is ultimately in the hands of 
the ancestors and God, and appeasing these is of central concern when seeking to achieve justice 
(Manifesto ’99 2002:15; Millar 2011:189-191). However, while animist beliefs, as they are 
practiced by the Mende, have several mechanisms of accountability, the message given by priests 
and imams was that their subjects should forgive, ‘bear it and leave everything to God’ (Millar 
2011:190). Accountability was thus seen as entirely in the hands of God.  
How religious approaches to justice and reconciliation following the war affected the use of TJMs 
is hard to say. According to Laura Stovel, her interviewees mainly spoke of reconciliation in 
religious terms while they largely “enacted reintegration and some aspects of reconciliation by re-
entering relations of dependency that have little to do with these new religions – though they may 
be justified by traditional animist beliefs.” (Stovel 2010:59-60). Her findings arguably show the 
syncretism of the two belief systems.  
 
                                                 
37
 In regards to some crimes such as rape or incest, both perpetrator and victim needs cleansing (Graybill 2010) 
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5.2.3 Traditional justice mechanisms following the war  
Although TJMs where not part of the official transitional process in Sierra Leone, they have played 
a central role in reconciliation, re-integration, and re-unification at a local level (Alie 2008:140-
143). As previously mentioned, the TRC took steps to include traditional practices of justice and 
reconciliation in their proceedings. In the final stage, the TRC also cooperated with the Inter-
Religious Council
38
 to initiate reconciliation activities at a district level and to set up structures that 
could support and fund reconciliation initiatives at community level beyond the life of the TRC 
(Alie 2008:142-143). The reason for this cooperation was, on the side of the TRC, a “recognition of 
the latter’s familiarity with traditional methods of reconciliation” (Alie 2008:142). Another sign of 
recognition was the use of the local proverb ‘there’s no bad bush to throw away a bad child’. This 
proverb was promoted by officials and civil society leaders through extensive ‘sensitisation’ 
campaigns and draws on a supposed Sierra Leonean practice of never turning anyone away, no 
matter what they have done (Stovel 2010).  
At grass-root level, several NGOs cooperated with the secret societies to include ceremonies such 
as the pouring of libations and cleansing rituals carried out to ensure social acceptance of returned 
ex-combatants (Park, 2007; Stovel, 2010). among these where United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), Red Cross, Caritas, and Fambul Tok.  
Most of the reconciliation initiatives encouraged by these stakeholders seems to have been based on 
the rituals of animist belief systems including “mediation by traditional healers and religious 
leaders, dances with secret society masks, pouring of libation, cleansing ceremonies, rituals, re-
initiation into secret societies, etc.” (IDEA 2004:18). Practices of punishment and reparation have 
thus for the most part been left out, leaving the question of whether reconciliation has been 
favoured over justice. It is worth noting that severe offences, including murder, were before the war 
generally handed over to the police, and according to Manifesto ’99 (2002), most ethnic groups 
expected a retributive form of justice for such offences.  
Summing up, the findings of this section suggest the endurance of traditional practices of justice 
and reconciliation in rural Sierra Leone. However, they also point out the dynamic and flexible 
nature of TJMs as they have found ways to coexist with religion and have been used in new ways. 
Nonetheless, it is worth asking which parts of ‘tradition’ are being evoked when modelled and 
                                                 
38
 The Inter-Religious Council (IRC) was formed in Sierra Leone in 1997, with the intension of promoting peace and 
communication between the warring factions (Alie 2008:142). 
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manipulated to suit new challenges and whether some elements of TJMs can be used in isolation 
and still achieve justice and reconciliation in the way these concepts are ‘traditionally’ perceived? 
 
5.3 Summing up 
In this chapter we have sought to answer working question b). 
As argued, the national TJ process seemed insufficient in reaching into the heart of the affected 
rural areas of Sierra Leone. The retributive justice process was only aimed at a few responsible 
people, and while we have found no records of the local courts’ possible role in the transitional 
phase, the wide use of ‘forgive and forget’ might suggest that judicial or retributive justice was not 
a main priority of many Sierra Leoneans. In regards to the TRC and its aim of reconciling 
perpetrators with their victims, this process seemed subdued due to low funding and outreach, and 
arguably its lack of cultural relevance, especially concerning the process of truth-telling. At grass 
root level TJMs were widely used as a mediation tool to reintegrate ex-combatants into rural 
communities. Although TJMs as shown in this chapter include a whole range of mechanisms, the 
practices mainly relied upon were those of mediation between ex-combatants and the community 
they wished to be reintegrated into and that of cleansing rituals aimed at ‘cooling the hearts’ of the 
involved parties. While these processes have by some been seen as relatively successful (Shaw 
2007a ; Alie 2008), they might also be cause for concern. According to Shaw (2010), the ‘cooling 
of the heart’ not only serves as a ‘social contract’ to ‘forget’ but might also be understood as a 
submission to the dominant social order. With reference to ex-combatants, Shaw finds that ‘a cool 
heart’ might also imply humility towards the receiving community and its civilian authority. 
“’Humility’ thus references both ex-combatants’ respect for civilians and their reintegration into 
pre-conflict structures of inequality and marginalization” (ibid:126). Her concerns are backed by 
Stovel, who finds that community reintegration processes such as cleansing ceremonies meant a 
rejoining into systems of dependency within a village (2006:133). 
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6.0 Analysis of Fambul Tok’s programme 
In the following we will turn to the analysis of our case, the organisation Fambul Tok. In analysing 
our case we will build on the information presented in the previous chapters in order to answer 
working questions: 
e) How does Fambul Tok incorporate public authorities in its work and what are the possible 
consequences of this incorporation?  
f) How do the types of reconciliation identified in the literature apply to the case of Fambul Tok and 
how does Fambul Tok’s approach to reconciliation relate to and possibly reproduce traditional 
structures of authority? 
g) How can the work of Fambul Tok be situated within the literature on traditional justice 
mechanisms generally and specifically in regards to the TJMs of rural Sierra Leone? 
 
The outline of the chapter is as follows. First, we will present the ‘philosophy’ in the sense of the 
key assumptions that underline Fambul Tok’s work. Most important in this regard is the 
organisation’s use of concepts such as tradition and community. In continuation of that we will 
discuss why it may be relevant for Fambul Tok to present its work as ‘traditional’. From there, we 
will turn to Fambul Tok’s programme. In this section we will describe how the programme is 
implemented, which actors are involved, what kind of reconciliation is sought to be achieved and 
how this relates to the local hierarchies and institutions as presented in chapter 3. 
Finally, we will sum up the main findings of the analysis as a part-conclusion to the research 
question. 
 
6.1 The philosophy of Fambul Tok 
According to Fambul Tok there is in Sierra Leone a “communal impulse to be whole again and to 
move past the ravages of the war”. Furthermore, FTI-SL argues that it is the traditions and practices 
of reconciliation found in Sierra Leonean culture that need to be recognised and nurtured 
(fambultok.org/about-us; Fambul Tok 2010). It was in line with this thinking of culturally specific 
reconciliation that the programme and later the organisation took its name Fambul Tok, i.e. ‘family 
talk’.  
 67 
 
According to Fambul Tok, ‘family talk’ is a Sierra Leonean tradition39 “of discussing and resolving 
issues within the security of a family circle” (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok; Terry 2010). 
‘Family’ as it is represented in this name does not refer to a biological linkage, but rather to a 
community of people living together and depending on one another. This understanding is a central 
underlying assumption the organisation has about the communities it works with. The program 
therefore relies on a local rural population which is seeking to heal not only themselves and their 
closest but also their community. A symbiosis within the community is thus of central concern to 
the FTI-SL. The organisation further writes that: 
“Fambul Tok is a distinctly Sierra Leonean initiative. It is not rooted in Western concepts of blame 
and retribution, but rather in African communal sensibilities that emphasize the need for 
communities to be whole, with each member playing a role, if peace and development are to be 
achieved for the nation at large.” (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok). 
When describing a community, Fambul Tok thus refers to it as ‘a family’ that needs to be ‘whole’, 
thus implying that ideally communities should be unified and coherent units consisting of a group 
of people who work towards the same goals, and further that such a version of communities is a 
goal that must be reached ‘if peace and development are to be achieved’. Thus, communal harmony 
becomes equated with reconciliation which in turn is seen as a precondition of ‘peace’ and 
‘development’. This reminds us of the tendency amongst some reconciliation scholars to argue that 
reconciliation is a precondition of ‘democracy’ and ‘development’ (cf. Bloomberg 2003; Govier, 
2003; Stovel 2010). 
However, this understanding of Sierra Leonean communities as ‘families’ that can be ‘whole’ is 
clearly at odds with the marginalising hierarchies presented in chapter 3 as well as with scholarly 
conceptualisations of the term. 
Theoretically, this notion of communities is referred to as simplified (cf. 4.4), in the sense that it 
presents communities in the singular, implying that all community members share views and 
interests and thus overlooks “inequalities, oppressive social hierarchies, and discrimination” (Guijt 
& Kaul Shah 1998:7-8) as those described in chapter 3. Moreover, the system of leading and non-
leading lineages implies that rural Sierra Leonean communities can hardly be understood as ‘one 
family’ (cf. Richards et al 2004). As such, a simplified understanding of communities generates 
                                                 
39
 Note that we have not been able to find any independent sources that mention the tradition of Fambul Tok. Kovac 
(2012) notes that ”during my four-month stay in Kono district, traveling and staying in both larger towns and off-the-
beaten-path village (…), I have not witnessed one bonfire [apart from that of Fambul Tok], nor did any of the villagers 
mention it to me as a part of their everyday lives.” (ibid:9) 
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enthusiasm “for the cooperative and harmonious ideal promised by the imagery of ‘community’” 
(Guijt & Kaul Shah 1998:8). 
A further point to be made is the notion of tradition as it is presented in the above. Firstly, we note 
how Fambul Tok derives its very name and approach from what the organisation refers to as the 
tradition of family talk. Secondly, we observe how Fambul Tok uses and describes the word 
tradition. According to the organisation, the programme intends to “reawaken cultural practices of 
acknowledgement, apology and forgiveness” (fambultok.org/about-us) We find that this implies an 
understanding of ‘cultural practices’, e.g. tradition as something which can ‘sleep’, thereby 
connoting that these practices have a static nature and can remain unaffected by e.g. the passage of 
time, thus obscuring the understanding of traditional mechanisms as being dynamic and flexible (cf. 
4.4). Other examples that indicate a similar understanding are when Caulker talks of Sierra Leone’s 
communal culture being ‘dormant’ during the war (Terry 2010:1:00:23) and when Caulker says that 
the tradition of ‘Fambul Tok’ is as old as Sierra Leone itself (ibid), indicating an understanding of 
tradition as “patterns followed from time out of mind” (Alie 2008:133; cf. 4.4). On other occasions, 
however, Caulker notes how “the communities involved in Fambul Tok are drawing on our culture 
and traditions, sometimes adding some new elements” (Caulker 2012:53). This arguably implies an 
understanding of  tradition as something which can run ‘side by side’ or maybe even ‘mix’ with 
new elements. Moreover, the verb ‘drawing on’ indicates that traditions should not necessarily be 
followed slavishly. It is hard to say how one should interpret these somewhat contrasting views. It 
seems that the conclusion must be that Fambul Tok may be informed by both of these views at the 
same time. The question then arises which possible consequences this duality has for the 
interpretation of Fambul Tok’s programme. We shall return to this issue in more depth later. 
 
6.1.1 Tradition as a claim to legitimacy 
In connection to the above, we note how Fambul Tok juxtaposes the ‘distinctly Sierra Leonean’ and 
‘African’ sensibilities with ‘Western concepts of blame and retribution’. This quote, we find, can be 
used to exemplify several points. Firstly, it shows how Caulker aims to place the work of Fambul 
Tok neatly into the category of restorative justice, ignoring the fact that traditional justice practices 
in Sierra Leone have not only been restorative (cf. 5.2). In this way, the quote shows how Fambul 
Tok’s work seemingly fits into the model presented in chapter 4 where it can be seen that TJMs 
generally belong to the realm of restorative rather than retributive justice (cf. 4.4). However, as it 
will be discussed later on in this chapter, it is a matter of discussion whether Fambul Tok’s work 
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can be understood as restorative justice.  
Returning to the quote, it also implies that Fambul Tok represents something altogether different 
than ‘Western notions’.  Following Lund’s observations on what generally works as legitimising 
factors in local arenas in Africa (cf. 3.4), we note how Fambul Tok might be said to legitimise itself 
by referring to the ‘local’ and the ‘traditional’ and how it furthermore seeks to define itself in 
opposition to something else which is not local. This manoeuvre is in contrast to the fact that 
Fambul Tok is a US-backed International NGO,  and therefore hardly can claim to be unaffected by 
‘Western notions’. Moreover, we note how Fambul Tok on other occasions seeks to legitimise itself 
by reference to its use of international experts (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok). We find that 
these somewhat contrasting claims to legitimacy may echo the fact that Fambul Tok needs to be 
perceived as legitimate both at the local level and by the international community, through which it 
gets its funding.  
 
6.1.2 A ‘distinctly Sierra Leonean’ approach to reconciliation? 
Now let us turn to Fambul Tok’s approach to reconciliation. Although, as already mentioned, great 
emphasis is put on the communities, their needs and their resources, individual healing is also 
thought to be consolidated in the Fambul Tok process. As noted previously, FTI-SL claims to 
“reawaken cultural practices of acknowledgement, apology and forgiveness” (fambultok.org/about-
us). In a bonfire ceremony, which we will return to, perpetrators are encouraged to tell their story, 
to acknowledge their crimes and apologise to their victims and the community. The victims are then 
encouraged to tell their version and forgive their perpetrators. 
According to Caulker, it is essential that perpetrators
40
 acknowledge their wrongdoings and the hurt 
they have caused, as it is in this way the dignity of the victims is restored, and it is in this the basis 
for reconciliation lies (Graybill 2010:44; Terry 2011).  
What strikes us in the above description is how very similar this approach is to that of the Sierra 
Leonean TRC. The TRC, however, did not present its approach as distinctly Sierra Leonean. 
Furthermore, we note how Caulker’s words when describing the benefits of acknowledgement are 
very similar to those of Trudy Govier, as referred to in the section 4.2.1, who provides a general 
discussion of acknowledgement rather than an understanding rooted in African or Sierra Leonean 
TJMs. Like Govier, Caulker emphasises that acknowledgement will restore the dignity of the 
victims and that it will provide the basis for reconciliation. By referring to these mechanisms as part 
                                                 
40
 Note that Fambul Tok does not use this term, instead they call participants for ‘peers’ (Stovel 2010). 
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of Sierra Leonean culture, although these mechanisms are also part of an international mainstream 
understanding of transitional reconciliation Fambul Tok can be interpreted as supporting Shaw’s 
(2007a) point that the redemptive power of memory and truth-telling has become a naturalised, 
global paradigm
41
.  
However, as described in section 4.2, this approach to reconciliation is not unproblematic.  
First, it can be said to be rooted in a “narrow definition of justice shaped by the ‘victim-perpetrator’ 
dichotomy that does not adequately address forms of pre-conflict injustices.” (Shaw & Waldorf 
2010:10).  
Second, when forgiveness is stated as a goal and coupled with the expressed ‘need’ for community 
harmony, which must be reached ‘if peace and development are to be achieved’, we find it plausible 
that individuals may feel pressured to forgive (cf. 4.2). This notion is supported by the fact that this 
is an argument that is repeated quite a few times by community members interviewed in the film. 
E.g., one woman states how she has forgiven her perpetrator so that ‘progress’ may come to the 
area. 
Stovel (2010) further notes how the chief in his opening speech for the ceremony that she observed 
promised forgiveness to those who confessed, thus not just encouraging but almost ‘forcing’ 
victims to provide this in the spirit of communal harmony (ibid:255).        
As a consequence of the above, it must be asked whether the individual forgives a perpetrator, not 
because of a ‘genuine’ sense of forgiveness, but for the ‘greater good’ of the community, thus at 
best providing a form of rational reconciliation and at worst a ‘false’ form of reconciliation (cf. 4.2).   
These are questions which we will delve into in more depth in the following section. Here we will 
discuss how Fambul Tok’s programme is carried out and which actors are involved. 
 
6.2 The Programme 
As we shall show in this section Fambul Tok’s programme includes traditional leaders such as 
chiefs, elders, and secret society leaders in their programme. Furthermore, the organisation also 
claims to rely on traditional rituals and practices.  However, as noted by Graybill (2010), Fambul 
Tok also departs from tradition in the sense that it aims to include previously marginalised groups 
such as women and youth in its work. Throughout this section we shall therefore aim to show the 
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 Although this paradigm may not necessarily be naturalised in rural Sierra Leonean communities, it may arguably be 
naturalised within the INGO-community to which Fambul Tok belongs. 
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possible consequences of including traditional leaders and practices, but also pay attention to the 
times where Fambul Tok diverts from this ‘tradition’. 
 
6.2.1 The preparations 
In line with the general tendency among reconciliation scholars (cf. 4.2), FTI-SL finds 
reconciliation to be a process rather than a one-time event. Hence, as argued by Caulker 
reconciliation does not happen over-night and is a long-term process in which trust is slowly 
(re)built and relationships healed (Caulker 2012).  
As part of the preparations for the central event, the bonfire, Fambul Tok holds consultations with 
representatives at the district level. According to Fambul Tok, these representatives include chiefs, 
women leaders, religious leaders, youth, war victims, and ex-combatants, who meet to discuss the 
district’s reconciliation needs and desire to engage in the programme. At the end of the 
consultation, an all-volunteer District Executive Committee is formed, which helps identify contact 
persons in each chiefdom, one male and one female, to receive training. They in turn identify 
‘gender balanced’ outreach teams and reconciliation committees at the section level within their 
chiefdom (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok). As such, each Fambul Tok programme involve 
between 1 and 10 villages, or a section of the chiefdom, to keep it as ‘local’ and accessible as 
possible (Graybill 2010). 
Preparations also involve the establishment of a reconciliation committee, whose members receive 
training in basic trauma healing, listening, and mediation skills (Caulker 2012)
42
. The reconciliation 
committee includes the Mommy Queen - a woman leader (Kovac 2012), a youth representative, a 
traditional leader (section chief), an imam, and a minister, all of whom have received training in 
human rights and conflict resolution (Graybill 2010:45). Community-led preparations and outreach 
to inform on the process are also initiated. 
Although the committees clearly recruit most of their members among traditional and religious 
leaders, Graybill (2010) argues that they may also be viewed as an example of how the programme 
can be said to depart from tradition via its inclusion of youth and women.  Her words are backed by 
those of Fambul Tok, according to whom the programme seeks to ensure the participation of a 
‘diverse’ and ‘representative’ group (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok). Stovel further describes 
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 Although we have not been able to find more specific description of what the training involves, FTI-SL writes on its 
web-page: “The initial training in Kailahun was designed and facilitated by leading international experts from the 
‘Centre for Justice and Peacebuilding’ (CJP) at Eastern Mennonite University (USA)
42
 (fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-
tok). 
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how the majority of the people involved in organising the programme in the area where she did her 
observations were young men under 30. However, she also states that she does not know whether 
any of these youth belonged to the group of non-leading families and strangers that were 
marginalised prior to the war (Stovel 2010). 
Furthermore, it should be noted, as discussed in chapter 3, that the mere ‘formal’ inclusion of youth 
and women is no guarantee that these groups will be able to get any real influence (cf. Fanthorpe & 
Maconachie 2010; Boersch-Supan 2012). Hence, as argued by Guijt and Kaul Shah (1998), 
meaningful participation of minority groups may require a thorough analysis of the context. 
However, to answer whether Fambul Tok’s inclusion of youth and women has made any difference 
in this specific situation would require empirical data, which we do not have
43
. Nonetheless, this 
focus on including marginalised groups stands somewhat in contrast to the previously presented 
‘simplistic’ understanding of communities and thus suggests a more nuanced understanding of the 
term. This point is backed up by the fact that FTI-SL, when referring to the reconciliation 
committees, makes a point of addressing how these may serve to deal with some of the pre-war 
problems of chiefs levying exorbitant fines (cf. 3.0). 
Hence, in the annual report from 2010, reconciliation committees are termed a “welcome adaptation 
of tradition” (ibid:23). Moreover, the report states that: “Before the war resolving grievances 
required money. (…) If the chief found the accused to be in the wrong, he fined him, often for an 
amount far more than he could afford. The accused, shamed, would be forced to leave his 
community.(…) [Now] when the reconciliation committee tackles a dispute, no money changes 
hands as a rule. That’s allowed these committees to resolve petty grievances before they turn into 
life-long grudges” (ibid). 
Nonetheless, the inclusion of chiefs may lead to these dominating the committees since chiefs 
traditionally have been the authorities in this field. Whether this indeed is the case is a question for 
further ethnographic study. 
 
6.2.2 The role of chiefs 
After the initial preparations, the family talk is set into motion through a two-day event at 
community level. On the first day the residents are gathered around a bonfire and lead, in most 
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 According to John Caulker, an external impact evaluation is on its way that might be able to shed some light on this 
issue. See also (http://bilalsiddiqi.com/projects/, 21-11-2012). 
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cases, by the chief
44
. Then victims, witnesses, and perpetrators are encouraged to tell their story 
(Taylor-Smith 2009; Stovel 2010; Kovac 2012).  
While Fambul Tok emphasises that the planning and implementation of the programme is largely 
the work of the local residents, and that those are the ones to determine how to carry out the 
ceremonies and the additional rituals, the structure of Fambul Tok is strikingly uniform, with 
variations mainly being in regards to how the rituals are carried out (Hoffman 2008; Stovel 2010). 
The fact that chiefs
45
 on most occasions lead these ceremonies can be interpreted as recognition of 
the authority of chiefs as community leaders and settlers of disputes, thus reinforcing the legitimacy 
of their authority (cf. 3.4). 
Iliff (2012) makes a similar point when he writes that “Autochthonous practices designated as 
‘traditional’ assert a specifically local species of legitimacy that bolsters the authority of those 
sponsoring [i.e. Fambul Tok] and presiding over [i.e. traditional leaders] grassroots TJ processes” 
(ibid:12). 
Having said that, the fact that chiefs are willing to participate in the ceremonies will also serve to 
enhance the legitimacy of Fambul Tok’s authority in implementing their programme. Thus, as a 
non-local INGO, Fambul Tok may need the support of the traditional institutions in order to be 
perceived as a legitimate ‘grassroots’ actor within the field of rural traditional justice (cf. Iliff 
2012), which traditionally has been the domain of chiefs and other traditional leaders, a point which 
is also emphasised by Fambul Tok itself: 
“The chiefs represent an older, more traditional leadership system that, in spite of the ways it was 
misused leading up to and during the war, villagers know and trust. [Thus] the chiefs’ approval is 
crucial for initiatives, especially those that come from outside the village” (Fambul Tok 2010:28). 
This argument is supported by Lund, who writes that “new acts of public authority seem to fare well 
when they can ‘piggy-back’ on familiar idioms” (2006:692). However, the granting of legitimacy 
and authority may also work the other way around. Hence, the fact that Fambul Tok is a foreign-
backed INGO and thus arguably can be perceived as a wealthy patron by the communities may also 
invest the organisation with authority, which it in turn may benefit chiefs to be associated with, thus 
highlighting another of Lund’s arguments that: 
                                                 
44
 Although it is not necessarily chiefs who lead the ceremonies, the scenes from the film about Fambul Tok indicate 
that this is often the case, as does the fieldwork of Stovel (2010), Taylor-Smith (2009) and Kovac (2012). 
45
 The sources reviewed are not always clear as to which kinds of chiefs that are leading the ceremonies. However, 
given the fact that ceremonies as previously mentioned mostly take place at section level, it seems plausible that leaders 
will often be section chiefs. 
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“The question of who invests whom with authority may well seem an endless chain of reference to 
‘bigger authorities’ above or beyond the institutions themselves; institutions which are either more 
powerful or have successfully established themselves as ‘natural authorities’, or both.” (ibid:693).  
A related point to be made in this regard is Fambul Tok’s apparent lack of inclusion46 of the new 
district councils and ward development committees. As argued by Iliff (2012):  
“In times of transition, local authority is fragmented and contested. New leaders emerge from 
conflict to challenge pre-existing, customary authorities. In these contested scenarios, ‘tradition’ 
offers an authoritative discursive infrastructure to shore up the legitimacy of a particular process, 
while also foreclosing other forms of authority and discourse.” (ibid:4).  
By linking Sierra Leonean traditions with particular authorities such as chiefs, Fambul Tok arguably 
ends up supporting traditional authorities at the expense of the new district councils in their battle 
over authority in the local arena (cf. 3.0). 
 
6.2.3 The bonfire 
Returning to the description of the event, this begins with an evening bonfire were the villagers 
gather round. Speeches are given by various dignitaries followed by the confessions of victims and 
perpetrators. The acts of apology and forgiveness are often accompanied by victim and perpetrator 
embracing each other and dancing. Following this, rituals such as pouring of libations, dancing, and 
singing in appeasement of the ancestors are carried out (Stovel 2010; fambultok.org/what-is-
fambul-tok; Terry 2010). 
Stovel (2010) makes two observations in regards to encounters between victims and perpetrators. 
Both observations are confirmed by the bonfire scenes shown in the film about Fambul Tok. 
The first point is that while perpetrators do admit what they have done, none of the perpetrators 
depicted take any responsibility in regards to their actions, arguing that ‘it was war’ or that ‘I was 
forced’ (Terry 2010; Stovel 2010). While it is well-known that for instance the RUF abducted 
people and forced them to become combatants (cf. 3.5), it seems odd that this should be the case for 
all the perpetrators participating in the programme. Rather it may be that the perpetrators are 
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 In order to double check whether these local government institutions were involved, we have carefully consulted the 
literature by Taylor-Smith (2009), Graybill (2010) Stovel (2010), Iliff (2012), Kovac (2012), none of whom mention the 
involvement of district councils. Further, we have consulted all the published material from Fambul Tok and contacted 
Caulker, who did not respond, as well as Stovel (2012), who had not observed that they were involved (Stovel 2012).  
The only mention we have found was a newspaper article reporting that the Kailahun District Council had been 
consulted by Fambul Tok prior to the organisation embarking on its work in that district (cf.  Bundu 2008). Considering 
the fact that the article is not very specific in regards to this consultation, and further, that this is the only mention we 
have found of district councils, we find that their involvement is not considered central. 
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allowed an ‘easy’ way out in the form of a partial or compromised acknowledgement, admitting the 
deed, while not admitting responsibility. Further, as argued by Stovel, this in turn may make their 
actions more socially acceptable and thus easier to ‘forgive’ (Stovel 2010). However, following the 
logic of mainstream reconciliation scholars, this compromised acknowledgement may instead of 
soothing add ‘insult to injury of victims’ (cf. 4.2.1.1). 
The second point is how brief and unsentimental most of the encounters appear to be. In most of the 
cases referred to by Stovel and portrayed in the film, each ‘apology’, ‘forgiveness’, and 
‘reconciliation’ process last only few minutes and, barring a few notable exceptions47,  tales of rape, 
grave violence, and mass killings are delivered in a matter-of-fact-manner. According to Stovel, this 
may be due to two factors. First, Stovel finds that in the cases she has researched, some kind of 
mediation between the parties had already taken place prior to the bonfire ceremony. Second, the 
matter-of-fact attitude may reflect the powerlessness of victims, who “experienced pressure to 
forgive and make the best of a bad situation. This reflected a pragmatic, realpolitik acceptance of 
power relationships, absent of any notion of justice” (ibid:258-259). Instead of understanding the 
‘truth-telling’ as healing and reconciliatory experiences, she argues, they should rather be 
understood as processes of public witnessing, through which a social contract is made to let the past 
be, thus allowing for instance ex-combatants to be accepted by their communities again (ibid). 
Caulker also highlights the aspect of such a social contract (Stovel 2010). 
Shaw (2007a), on the other hand, offers a different perspective. Based on her field work in post-
conflict Sierra Leone (cf. 5.1.2), she argues that public truth-telling in the way that it is generally 
theorised in the TJ literature does not resonate with the majority of Sierra Leoneans.  In her 
description of truth-telling during the TRC hearings, she, as previously described, recounts how 
Sierra Leoneans “testified in their own way, holding back from a full blow main48 expression of 
their experience, and integrating their testimony into prevailing understandings of healing as 
[social] forgetting” (ibid:207).   
Following Shaw, the unsentimental accounts by the bonfire could thus be interpreted as Sierra 
Leoneans interpreting ‘truth-telling’ in a way that is in tune with their own understanding of the 
healing.  In line with the thoughts of Shaw, and arguably Kelsall (2005), the (supposed) 
reconciliatory impact of Fambul Tok’s work may thus primarily be found in the ritual and 
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 Kovac (2012) refers to emotional outbursts taking place at the bonfire he observed, but terms this bonfire as possibly 
atypical since it dealt with a high-level offender. 
48
 The term ‘blow main’ is Krio for ‘blow your mind’ and refers to venting thoughts and feelings by truth-telling (Shaw 
2007a:184) 
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ceremonial aspects of the programme. As described earlier, Shaw finds that traditional rituals and 
ceremonies performed by rural Sierra Leoneans may serve as way of processing the events of the 
war. In this way the performance of rituals becomes a channel through which the act of ‘social 
forgetting’ can take place, allowing the participants to move on. 
 
The ritual parts of the programme continue the following day with cleansing ceremonies and 
communication with ancestors, as Caulker notes: 
 “(…) part of our tradition is in talking to our ancestors. If you do not please them, you will have 
bad luck. If you appease them, you are bound to have a good harvest. Fambul Tok communities 
have ceremonies that involve invoking the spirit of ancestors and asking for their blessing. This is a 
very important part of the reconciliation process” (Caulker 2012:53). Elsewhere a town chief is 
quoted as saying: “The ancestors were very angry with us. They were neglected. Now they’re happy 
because we paid them some respect. With Fambul Tok, we learned the value of the ancestors.” 
(Fambul Tok 2010:22). 
Given this thesis’ focus on the role of traditional institutions such as the secret societies role in 
creating the root causes of the war, it is evident that the inclusion of these rituals could be 
considered problematic. While the sources reviewed are not explicit
49
 as to who facilitates the 
communication with the ancestors, it has ordinarily been the role of secret society leaders, as these 
are seen as the link between the earthly and the spiritual world (cf. Fanthorpe 2007). Thus, by 
recognising the authority of the ancestors to distribute good harvests or bad luck, Fambul Tok is 
simultaneously recognising the authority of the secret societies themselves in the sense that they 
have the authority to communicate with the ancestors.  In this way, Fambul Tok’s inclusion of 
ceremonies that invoke the spirits of ancestors can be said to legitimise and thereby reinforce the 
authority of secret societies which, as shown in chapter 3, have played a role in reinforcing the 
gerontocratic, patriarchic and patrimonial structures of rural Sierra Leone. Moreover, as pointed out 
by Shaw (2010) and Stovel (2006), cleansing ceremonies are argued to symbolise a process of 
subordination, in which participants show their deference to existing hierarchies (cf. 5.3). 
 
 
                                                 
49
 In an e-mail correspondence with Laura Stovel, we asked her whether secret society leaders lead these ceremonies, 
and she responded that she would ‘assume so’ (Stovel 2012). 
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6.2.4 Follow-up activities 
As previously mentioned, reconciliation according to FTI-SL is a process and the organisation 
states that the Fambul Tok ceremony is just the beginning (Graybill 2010). In accordance with this, 
FTI-SL works together with the communities to arrange follow-up activities. Amongst these can be 
mentioned Peace Trees, where community members can meet and resolve disputes or have friendly 
interaction; Radio Listening Clubs, which are managed by the young people of the communities; 
Football for reconciliation, arranged by FTI-SL and the US-based organisation Play31, where 
villages that have participated in the Fambul Tok ceremonies play matches against each other, 
equipment is donated by Play31 and distributed by the chief; Community Farms, which according 
to Fambul Tok is an old tradition of working communal fields together and sharing the harvest. This 
is seen as an opportunity for perpetrators to provide some form of reparations to their victims and as 
contributing to community harmony (Fambul Tok 2010: 8); Peace Mothers, which are forums in 
which women of the community can support each other. (Fambultok.org/what-is-fambul-tok). 
These follow-up activities are another example of Fambul Tok’s focus on the inclusion of a 
‘diverse’ and ‘representative’ group, and the possible caveats previously mentioned still apply. 
According to Fambul Tok most of these activities are self-sustained. However, the FTI-SL provides 
financial support in starting them, including seeds for the communal farm as well as guidance in 
running them. 
As such we wonder how these follow-up activities might be perceived by Fambul Tok’s 
beneficiaries. The film includes several scenes in which community members ask the organisation 
for material assistance. During one of the bonfire ceremonies, a man says: “If you are saying, we 
should forgive them, we are asking you to help us so we can live a better life” (Terry 2010:23:12). 
The man’s plea is followed by the requests of others, who ask for among other things food. One 
person asks: “You people that have come, will you help us?” (ibid:23:25). In the film we see 
Caulker move between programme sites in newish-looking four wheel drive cars, indicating that the 
organisation has quite a lot of money by Sierra Leonean standards. Considering the fact that Sierra 
Leone is still one of the world’s poorest countries and that there is a prevalence of patron-client 
relationships (cf. 3.0), it becomes plausible that the organisation, a foreign-backed INGO, may be 
perceived as a patron by its beneficiaries, in the same way that the TRC was thought of as such 
(Millar 2011). 
Although Caulker makes a point of telling volunteers and community members that “this is not 
about money” (Terry 2010:23:43) and that the organisation does not provide “hand-outs” (ibid), this 
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does, obviously, not prevent participants from hoping for material benefits. 
In this way, follow-up activities such as the communal farms for which seeds are supplied by 
Fambul Tok, along with football matches for which free equipment is also given, could arguably 
provide a motivation for participating in the programme. The first quote in this paragraph could thus 
be interpreted in the following way: “if you are saying, we should forgive them, will you help us?” 
= “Now that we are doing what you are suggesting, what is then in it for us?” This indicates that 
reconciliation is not necessarily the prime motivation of all participants and further that the 
reconciliation is not necessarily ‘felt’, and that the forgiveness may come across as somewhat 
imposed (cf. Stovel 2006; 2010). Having said that, however, it should of course be noted that this 
does not mean that Fambul Tok’s work does not achieve its goals, even though the motives of the 
participants may be murkier than what the organisation might hope. 
 
6.3 Part-conclusion based on the findings of the analysis 
In the analysis we have sought to answer working questions e), f) and g). 
Throughout the analysis we have shown how traditional authorities such as chiefs and secret society 
leaders have been drawn on in the implementation of the programme. As we have argued, this can 
on the one hand appear to be ‘necessary’ in order to ensure Fambul Tok’s own legitimacy as a 
twilight institution within traditional justice in rural Sierra Leone. On the other hand, it can also be 
said to reinforce and reproduce pre-war structures and to legitimise the authority of the chiefs at the 
expense of e.g. the new district councils. Fambul Tok’s seemingly simplistic understanding of the 
term ‘community’ coupled with its understanding of reconciliation as communal harmony and 
forgiveness may thus arguably lead to the intervention becoming part of the legitimating process, 
which ultimately supports existing social relations (cf. Bryson & Mowbray 1981 in Guijt & Shah 
Kaul 1998). On the other hand, the analysis also shows how Fambul Tok seeks to challenge these 
relations with its focus on incorporating a ‘diverse’ and ‘representative’ group. Whether the 
organisation is successful in doing this is an empirical question yet to be answered.  The attempted 
diversification of leadership also represents one of the ways in which the organisation can be said to 
depart from ‘tradition’. As described in the analysis, Fambul Tok has a somewhat schizophrenic 
understanding of the term, in which it is sometimes described as static and at other times as 
something which may be ’drawn on’ alongside contemporary practices. This raises the question of 
how Fambul Tok’s programme fits into the field of TJMs, locally in Sierra Leone, and theoretically 
as discussed in chapter 4.  
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As mentioned in section 4.4.3, the key advantages of TJMs are perceived to be that ideally they 1) 
are culturally and contextually appropriate, 2) include local participation, 3) are accessible, and 4) 
are considered legitimate by local populations due to the previous three points.  
In regards to the three last points, Fambul Tok claims that its programme includes hundreds of local 
volunteers. Moreover, the bonfire ceremonies appear to attract a big crowd (Terry 2010). The 
instalment of reconciliation committees that supposedly deal with local disputes free of charge and 
the free-of-charge open-for-all bonfire ceremonies at the section level means that, in principle at 
least, the programme can also be considered accessible. It appears that the programme is also 
considered legitimate by the local population if we are to believe the extent of popular participation 
reported by Fambul Tok. 
When it comes to the possible negative aspects of TJM, these are considered to be a) simplistic 
assumptions regarding the nature of communities and tradition, and b) the risk of reinforcing unjust 
practices or institutions. As discussed in the above, these general caveats can also be said to apply 
to Fambul Tok.  
However, as we have argued, Fambul Tok draws on some elements of tradition and dismisses 
others. For example, while Fambul Tok draws on the same actors and structures that have 
‘traditionally’ been used within TJMs in Sierra Leone, we note how the organisation also distances 
itself from the aspects that have a retributive character. Instead the organisation understands itself 
within a stereotypical notion of ‘African sensibilities’ in which restoration of community harmony 
is the aim. This description concurs with the general understanding that most TJMs fall into the 
realm of restorative justice. As mentioned by Park (2010), restorative justice is generally considered 
to include victim validation and vindication, offender responsibility and reintegration, and 
relationship reparation (ibid:95). 
Following this, it is, as mentioned by Stovel, a matter of discussion whether Fambul Tok’s 
programme can be considered restorative justice. The communal farms or ‘peace farms’ are, 
according to Fambul Tok, set up, among other reasons, to “provide an avenue for perpetrators of the 
violence to engage in a measure of reparations for the people and places they harmed” (Fambul Tok 
2010:8). Thus, Fambul Tok includes a form of ‘offender responsibility and victim 
vindication/reparation’. However, this type of ‘justice’ might serve to reinforce another injustice, as 
noted by Iliff   (2012), “the communal work entailed by ‘peace gardens’ may recall the practice of 
chiefs calling upon youth for unpaid community labor, another deeply resented ‘traditional’ 
practice” (ibid:59). Furthermore, in the film, Caulker briefly mentions that the ‘acknowledgement’ 
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given by perpetrators represents a form of justice (i.e. offender responsibility and victim validation) 
(Terry 2010). However, we find this justice to be somewhat compromised considering the partial 
acknowledgements given by perpetrators alongside with the ‘forced’ forgiveness of victims. Thus it 
seems questionable whether Fambul Tok’s work provides justice as it is conceptualised in 
restorative justice theory. Arguably, however, justice might not be considered one of the 
organisation’s main goals.  
When it comes to Fambul Tok’s goal of reconciliation, it appears from the perspective of 
mainstream reconciliation theory that the programme may provide some ‘social contract’ of rational 
reconciliation. If a deeper stage of ‘sentient’ reconciliation is considered to be connected to 
acknowledgement and forgiveness, it seems unlikely that this stage can be facilitated through the 
bonfire event, given the previously mentioned fact that acknowledgements are partial and victims’ 
forgiveness seem imposed. A point to be made in this regard, however, is that mainstream 
reconciliation theory may not be the correct lens through which one should observe the 
phenomenon of Fambul Tok. Thus, returning to the point of whether Fambul Tok’s work can be 
considered culturally and contextually appropriate, we find that while the organisation can be said 
to legitimise its work by reference to a global paradigm of truth and universalised assumptions 
regarding the healing powers of acknowledgement and forgiveness, it seems that these ‘universal’ 
notions may be reinterpreted locally so as to fit into a local understanding of reconciliation as 
‘social forgetting’ facilitated by the use of ‘traditional’ ceremonies and rituals. In this way, Fambul 
Tok can be understood as exemplifying Tsing’s (2005) understanding of friction (cf. 2.1) and thus 
the organisation’s work may possibly achieve its goal of reconciliation, although in a different way 
than what is prescribed by mainstream reconciliation theorists. 
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7.0 Reflecting on the literature of transitional justice  
In the following chapter we will return to the theory employed in the thesis and briefly discuss how 
our case reflects on the theories of reconciliation and TJMs within the field of TJ. This means a 
reflection on how the theory has been relevant in understanding the work of Fambul Tok and 
whether the analysis of Fambul Tok in return can contribute to the field of TJ and more specifically 
to an advancement within the research of TJMs as tools of reconciliation in post-conflict societies. 
The discussion is structured as follows: first we will take a brief look at how the debates within the 
field of TJMs have been relevant in regards to understanding and critically reflecting on our case 
Fambul Tok.  
Moving on, we will take a closer look at reconciliation theory as it is generally conceptualised 
within the field of TJ. This discussion will mainly focus on whether the ‘mainstream’ theory is 
helpful in understanding the reconciliation process as it is facilitated by Fambul Tok. 
Finally, we will return to our research question and reflect on whether the theories and debates 
presented throughout this thesis have been sufficient in understanding the potential relation between 
traditional processes of reconciliation and marginalising structures of authority in Sierra Leone. 
 
As shown throughout the analysis, the debates within the literature on TJMs have been relevant in 
the case of Fambul Tok. Hence, the critique of uncritical use of concepts such as ‘traditional’ and 
‘community’ has been useful in understanding the assumptions on which Fambul Tok’s programme 
is built. Moreover, the focus on these concepts, with the context of chapter 3 in mind, has helped us 
to reflect on how ‘tradition’ is not merely a reflection of the past but linked to colonial and post-
colonial divisions of power and authority. The literature on TJMs has also been relevant in regards 
to placing Fambul Tok within a broader context of TJMs, thus enabling us not only to reflect 
critically on our case but also to understand in which ways TJMs in Sierra Leone might deviate 
from general assumptions, e.g. the assumption that TJMs generally serve a restorative justice (c.f. 
5.2). However, while the literature concerning TJMs has been useful in broadening the 
understanding of TJMs, the debate has primarily been focused on whether or not TJMs include both 
restorative and retributive elements. Accordingly, there seems to be a lack of critical research into 
restorative justice in its own right. While this might be a reflection of the overwhelming focus on 
justice rather than on the conciliatory elements, it has nonetheless meant, that the TJM literature has 
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offered us little help in researching further into the mechanisms that enables relationships to be 
repaired and harmony restored. 
Hence, in order to understand the processes of reconciliation as they are facilitated by the Fambul 
Tok programme, we have drawn on theories of reconciliation as they are presented within TJ 
literature. Initially, this literature seemed to contribute to a more thorough understanding of the 
conciliatory and healing effects of truth-telling, acknowledgement, and forgiveness. However, by 
including contextual research on the seemingly restorative elements of the Sierra Leone TRC, 
which rests on the above concepts (c.f. 5.1.2), it became clear that in the case of Sierra Leone, there 
might be a gap between mainstream reconciliation theory and practices of conciliation and healing 
on the ground. Thus, the ethnographic research of the Sierra Leone TRC, carried out by Rosalind 
Shaw, Tim Kelsall, and Gearoid Millar, does not only problematise the mainstream reconciliation 
approach of TJ in the context of Sierra Leone. It also opens a window into how reconciliation 
practices of rural Sierra Leoneans might be understood. It also became clear, through these scholars, 
and with the help of the report from Manifesto ’99, that the rituals, rites, and ceremonies of the 
Fambul Tok programme may be more ‘in tune’ with Sierra Leonean practices of dealing with a 
violent past. 
 
Based on the above, we would argue that the mainstream approach and understanding of 
reconciliation has been insufficient in regards to understanding mechanisms of reconciliation as 
these have been practiced through TJMs in post-conflict Sierra Leone. Moreover, that an attempt to 
understand TJMs in Sierra Leone within mainstream transitional reconciliation theory arguably 
obscures a more insightful study of the processes invoked through such mechanisms and lead to 
wrongful or half conclusions on their appropriateness in post-conflict situations.  
With this in mind, it would, however, seem that Fambul Tok has been able to re-interpret its work, 
which the organisation itself calls ‘traditional’ reconciliation, into the mainstream language of 
transitional reconciliation, thus placing the programme perfectly within the general understanding 
of restorative justice (c.f. 4.4 and 6.0). It could be argued that this mainstream presentation reflects 
that ‘tradition’ has been moulded by the organisation to suit international standards. However, it 
might also suggest that the universalistic character of mainstream transitional reconciliation (Shaw 
2007b; Millar 2011), rather than providing a guideline of how to achieve reconciliation in post-
conflict communities, has become an international language of legitimacy that might have little to 
do with practice. Not only does this refer to the ‘friction’ that exists between theories or policies and 
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practice, as also mentioned in chapter 6 (c.f. 2.1; and 6.3). It also indicates a use of what social 
anthropologist David Mosse (2004) refers to as ‘mobilising metaphors’ (ibid:663). ‘Mobilising 
metaphors’, as conceptualised by Mosse, imply that policies become a language which the practices 
of development organisations are translated into, in order for the organisations to appeal to the 
international community and thereby optimise their ability to seek funding for their projects. 
According to Mosse, “development projects are ’successful’ not because they turn design into 
reality, but because they sustain policy models offering a significant interpretation of events” 
(ibid:657). While Mosse refers to development projects, we would argue through the case of 
Fambul Tok, that concepts within transitional reconciliation, such as truth-telling, 
acknowledgement, and forgiveness, could possibly be seen as ‘mobilising metaphors’ rather than 
implementable policies or theory through which we might understand reconciliation as it is 
practised within a specific context.  
 
Returning to our research question and the possible link between TJMs and pre-war hierarchical 
structures, the literature only touches briefly upon this. As shown in chapter 4, there is, within the 
literature on TJMs, an awareness that many rural communities in Africa might not be as 
homogeneous and cohesive as the ‘model’ of restorative justice and the notion of ‘African 
sensibilities’ suggest (cf. Huyse 2008). Nonetheless, we would argue that much of the reviewed 
literature on TJMs falls into what Rosalind Shaw and Lars Waldorf (2010) calls the ‘victim-
perpetrator dichotomy’ of TJ (ibid:10). Hence, with the primary focus being on offender 
accountability and victim validation and vindication, TJ fails to look beyond this dichotomous 
understanding of justice to include broader issues of social justice. Thus, according to Shaw and 
Waldorf (2010), ‘justice’ needs to be repoliticised and rehistoricised if TJ (and also, we would 
argue, research on TJMs) is to fully grasp the scope of the term ‘justice’ and accordingly pay 
greater attention to social (in)justices (ibid:10).        
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8.0 Conclusion 
In this thesis we have sought to answer the following research question: 
In what ways does reconciliation and traditional justice mechanisms as applied by Fambul Tok 
relate to traditional authorities in the local arenas of rural Sierra Leone and how does this 
correlate with the argued exploitative exercise of authority by traditional institutions as one of the 
root causes of the conflict?  
In answering the research question we have applied a combination of a desktop case study and a 
literature review. This strategy has allowed us to reach the conclusions presented below. Our 
conclusions are based on ‘rational reasoning’ derived from the application of the concepts 
highlighted in our theoretical framework on our empirical data. In this regard, it should be noted 
that the fact that we have not conducted fieldwork combined with the relative scarcity of the 
secondary material available has limited some of our conclusions. This means that there are some 
things which we cannot know for certain, which we might have known had we conducted 
fieldwork. We have taken great care to point out this limitation when applicable in the analysis, and 
with this caveat in mind we have reached the following main conclusion: 
Overall, the study concludes that Fambul Tok relies on traditional authorities such as chiefs 
and secret society leaders in the implementation of its programme and as such, Fambul Tok, 
we have argued, in some regards contribute to the reproduction and reinforcement of some of 
the marginalising structures that arguably were a root cause of the conflict. 
The conclusion is based on the following arguments: first, by incorporating chiefs and secret society 
leaders in the programme, Fambul Tok has helped to legitimise the authority of these leaders, both 
directly by their inclusion and indirectly by the recognition of the relevance of the ‘traditional’. 
Furthermore, this legitimisation may be augmented by the fact that Fambul Tok arguably can be 
considered a wealthy patron. Moreover, by not
50
  including local councils in for example the 
reconciliation committees, Fambul Tok can be argued to undermine the authority of these to the 
advantage of the traditional authorities and to take sides in the battle of authority in the local 
political arena. Interestingly, this exclusion mimics the bifurcation of institutions dating back to 
colonial times and thus Fambul Tok can be argued to help support this bifurcation. 
                                                 
50
 It would have been interesting to know why Fambul Tok has opted not to include local councils in their work. A 
possible explanation may be that these are not considered legitimately ’traditional’, considering that they are relatively 
new institutions. 
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Second, Fambul Tok’s approach to reconciliation can be argued to divert the attention from the root 
causes of the conflict and to act as a possible barrier to social change. Fambul Tok’s seemingly 
simplistic understanding of the concept of community means that the existing hierarchies of these 
communities may be overlooked or reinforced. Thirdly, Fambul Tok’s focus on the individualised 
guilt of perpetrators, rather than the root causes of the conflict, coupled with the pressure on victims 
to forgive (and forget) may lead to root causes being ignored for the sake of community harmony. 
Moreover, the use of rituals may serve to first reinforce the authority of secret society leaders and 
second to reinforce existing social orders by their focus on the subordination of participants. 
Modifying the above, it should also be noted, however, that Fambul Tok has made it an explicit aim 
to include ‘marginalised’ groups such as young people and women. However, given the lack of 
empirical research on this specific topic, we do not know whether Fambul Tok is successful in 
achieving this goal.  
Furthermore, we also find that Fambul Tok’s role in reinstating pre-war structures of exploitation 
needs to be put into perspective. While Fambul Tok can clearly be said to support these structures 
of authority, the overall responsibility for the lack of reform of the traditional institutions may be 
placed with other actors such as the Sierra Leonean government. 
 
Contributing to the larger field of TJMs 
As argued in chapter 2, an overall aim of the thesis was to contribute to the emerging field of 
literature on TJMs. In order to do that we combined our case-study with a literature review-
approach, so that we would be able to situate our case into a broader frame both theoretically and 
contextually in Sierra Leone.  
Having arguably chosen an ’extreme’ rather than a critical case (cf. Flyvbjerg 2006), we would 
argue that our specific findings cannot easily be generalised to other cases. Even so, by having 
chosen a case in which the processes presented in our area of research could be assumed to be the 
most likely to occur, it has also given us the opportunity to put our thesis to the test in a more 
explicit environment. Consequently, the case has worked to highlight how the authority of 
traditional institutions may be likely to intersect with traditional justice mechanisms. And 
accordingly, it may facilitate learning and understanding in regards to such processes that can also 
be applied to other cases. Moreover, it appears that the uncritical use of rituals, as seen in the case 
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of Fambul Tok, can seemingly also be applied to other NGOs working with TJMs in Sierra Leone
51
 
(cf. Park 2007; 2010). 
Furthermore, while Sierra Leone may have been an extreme case, bifurcated and indirect rule was 
instituted in a number of African countries during late colonialism (cf. Mamdani 1996) and, barring 
reforms following independence, other African countries arguably also suffer a legacy of oppressive 
traditional institutions.  
A question that becomes central at the end of this thesis is that if reconciliation and healing is best 
and most appropriately achieved through mechanisms that resonate with local populations, then 
how do policy-makers and practitioners seek this cultural sensibility without unintended 
legitimisation of ‘unjust’ local structures of authority.   
As shown, the possibility of reinforcing patriarchal, gerontocratic, and patronage structures when 
adhering to local traditions of justice and reconciliation processes is not an unknown problem 
within the literature (c.f. 4.4; Alie 2008; Huyse 2008; Park 2010; Obarrio 2011). However, as 
already mentioned, the literature seems mainly to be concerned with the aspect of justice in these 
mechanisms (Huyse 2008; Park 2010; Obarrio 2011).  
Referring to Millar (2011), who finds that there is a gap between peace-building theory and 
anthropological critiques of this (ibid:178), we will argue that this is especially the case concerning 
the literature on TJMs and understandings of reconciliation as they are practiced in local settings. 
Based on our findings, we find the following questions relevant to ask in future research: what is the 
underlying social order when people are being reconciled and community harmony is being 
‘restored’, and who becomes the moral guarantors and upholders of this ‘social order’ when 
traditional justice mechanisms are employed? 
We recognise that there are no easy answers as to how traditional practices of reconciliation could 
be relied upon in post-conflict Sierra Leone without lending legitimacy to structures that arguably 
were a root cause of conflict. Moreover, it should be noted that challenging pre-war authority 
structures in rural Sierra Leone can hardly be achieved through rethinking TJMs alone. We do 
however still find that questions such as the above point to a gap in the literature of the field and 
accordingly that a study of the intersection between traditional authority and traditional justice 
mechanisms may be relevant not only for Sierra Leone but for a larger group of countries.  
                                                 
51
 To know whether this is actually the case would of course require an in-depth study of these NGOs. 
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